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Preface
Like waves against a sandcastle, time erodes our knowledge of the past. Written fragments, shards of pottery and a handful of pictures on a wall are all that are left of the world’s most ancient kingdoms. Further back lies prehistory. The only clues of those times, given by the actual peoples themselves, are ancient myths handed down from the generations. They tell of dire calamities.
Interestingly, many of the world’s oldest myths are remarkably similar, as if they’re based upon the same root source. Whether they’re American Indian legends, Babylonian, or Roman, they speak of a Golden Age or Era, an Eden World of lush vines, green glades and noble men and women. Then doom indescribable overtakes them. There are many legends of this doom, including that of Lost Atlantis, Hyperborea and the Great Flood of Noah, the Deluge said to have destroyed a world.
Perhaps the greatest writer of this story is one of history’s most amazing men. Prince, shepherd, prophet and liberator of an entire slave people, Moses edited old firsthand accounts of this dawn-time. For that is the meaning of the ancient Middle Eastern signatures of “This is the book of the generations of Adam” (Genesis 5:1), “These are the generations of Noah” (Genesis 6:9), “These are the generations of the sons of Noah, Shem, Ham and Japheth” (Genesis 10:1). As we add footnotes today to denote authorship, so Moses did with those “generations of.” The implication was that he had copies of earlier works, firsthand accounts of the very people who lived through those calamities.
The tales are scanty, several pages altogether. They tell of amazing actions, and they corroborate Greek, Norse and other myths, that once godlike beings had close interaction with humanity. The shocking verse, Genesis 6:4 says: “The Nephilim were on the earth in those days…when the sons of God went to the daughters of men and had children by them. They were the heroes of old, men of renown.”
Could Hercules, Gilgamesh and the Frost Giants of Jotunheim have been such heroes? Could these tales be ancient memories of those Pre-Cataclysmic champions, and the mythic stories such as Zeus’ rape of Europa a remembrance of a time when godlike beings had congress with women? Perhaps as interesting, much of the shadowy history of this world is told or seen through the eyes of a single family. In direct sequence, part of the genealogy goes like this: 



Methuselah
|



Lamech
|



Noah
|



Ham
|



Kush
|



Nimrod
 
Methuselah, the longest-lived man in history, survived 969 years. Lamech was one of the only two antediluvian patriarchs whose prophecies were written in the Bible. Noah was the great animal-keeper and Ark-Builder, and said to be like Adam, the Father of Humanity. Ham suffered a dreadful curse and Kush was said to be the ancestral father of most black nations. And finally, that name which is shrouded in mystery: Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, World Conqueror and prototype Antichrist. What he started in Babel is recorded in Revelation as “the Mother of Harlots and Abominations of the Earth.” Unbelievably, Noah was Nimrod’s great-grandfather!
Two terrible dooms are said to have transpired in humanity’s dawn: the Flood, and the building of the Tower of Babel. These two dooms involved one biblical family.
This is their tale and that of their wives.
 





 
Pharaoh’s Palace
 
1.
 
Ham was ancient, blind and dying, and had been for over one hundred years.
Rats scampered across Ham’s bedroom, their claws skittering over tiles. One rat gnawed on wood, its chisel-like teeth scraping a chair leg. The chewing stopped. Hurried rat-feet pattered across the floor. A moment later, a latch rattled and a door creaked. Sandals shuffled and a rich perfume odor billowed in, a scent Ham knew could only belong to the Princess Taia.
She rushed to him and knelt by his bed, weeping.
Ham wrestled a sticklike arm from under the covers and touched her smooth young skin. How quickly they grew up—and how quickly these days they died!
“There, there,” he mumbled. He had never gotten used to speaking without teeth, and he hated it when his lips smacked together. With a touch of envy, he recalled that his great-grandfather Methuselah had kept his teeth to the very end.
“Great-Grandfather,” Taia wept, “Pharaoh has ordered your death.”
Ham’s thoughts concentrated. Taia was Pharaoh’s daughter. Pharaoh was Ham’s great, great, great, great-grandson.
“What have I done to deserve this?” Ham whispered.
“Oh, Great-Grandfather, it’s because of that—that woman.”
“What woman?”
“Sarai!”
“That isn’t an Egyptian name.”
“She’s a foreigner. Oh, she’s beautiful, Great-Grandfather, and so meek and gentle—at least she pretends to be. But I’ve caught her praying to the same god you do.”
The ancient blind man—the youngest son of Noah—stiffened even as his heart thudded. He had many regrets, many things he wished he could have changed. The one that haunted him as he lay dying in Pharaoh’s palace was how cruel and idolatrous the Egyptians had become, and in so short a time. It pained him that a country bearing his name—Kem—should be home to such immorality and adultery.
“Are you certain she prays to Jehovah?” Ham asked.
“Of course I’m certain. I tiptoed into her quarters and eavesdropped until I heard enough to accuse her of impiety against our gods. Having watched her in court, and observed her demure ways before Pharaoh and his princes—and how my brother Khufu can’t take his eyes off her—I was certain she would break down weeping before me.”
“What does any of that have to do with Pharaoh ordering my death?” Ham asked.
“This Sarai refused to weep and refused to acknowledge Amon-Ra or Horus or even Isis. She said our gods and goddesses are nothing but stone, wood and gold, and that they can’t hear us and aren’t even alive. ‘Blasphemy!’ I cried. ‘No,’ she said, claiming there is only one god, a jealous god whose wrath is kindled whenever people turn away from him. Then it struck me that she said the same things you do.”
“You said Pharaoh ordered my death.”
“Yes! Pharaoh is sick. Many say he’s dying. He has ordered his guards to slay you the moment he breathes his last.”
Instead of shriveling up his last reserves of strength, the news galvanized Ham. He, too, was dying, but he refused to end his days assassinated by one of his own blood, however distantly removed.
Taia was weeping again, her warm arms draped over him.
“Why do you care about this Sarai so much?” Ham whispered.
“Because I know it’s her sorcery that has sickened Pharaoh.”
“What? That makes no sense. You said she prays to Jehovah.”
“She pretends meekness and yet is as hard as bronze. She is sly, and deceives both my father and brother. She has brought sickness to Pharaoh and the plague upon the rest of us.”
“How has she done this?”
Through her hiccups and weeping, Princess Taia told Ham how her brothers had spoken about an unusually lovely woman, the sister of a traveler from Canaan. Famine stalked that land. Curious, Pharaoh had summoned the woman from Canaan. He’d found her to be lovely, meek and gentle and had wished her to become another of his many wives. So Pharaoh had given the woman’s brother sheep and oxen, donkeys, servants and camels and had taken Sarai into the palace. Pharaoh had decided to make it a state wedding, even though it was whispered that he burned with lust for the woman. For reasons known only to him, Pharaoh hadn’t immediately ravished her, as was his wont with women that took his fancy. Soon thereafter terrible plagues broke out in the palace. Now, boils covered Pharaoh and he lay dying in bed.
“It was at that point he ordered me slain?” Ham asked.
“Only after he breathes his last,” Taia said.
Ham pondered this. It sounded as if the power of Jehovah was upon this foreign woman. Yet why would that cause Pharaoh to sicken?
“You must gather me a litter,” Ham said.
“Don’t you remember?” Taia asked. “On pain of death, Pharaoh has forbidden you to leave your room.”
The old fire, which Ham had thought long dead, flamed once more in his breast. For one hundred years he had been dying. He would not now pass from this world by an assassin’s knife.
Ham struggled to a sitting position, gripping Taia’s forearm with strength he hadn’t realized he still possessed.
“Get the litter and bring me clothes worthy of a prince of Egypt,” Ham said.
“I don’t dare act against Pharaoh or against one of his decrees.
“A litter!” Ham said, ancient and withered, blind and toothless, but with the timbre in his voice that had once challenged a giant.
Taia drew a sharp breath. “Very well.” 
 





 
2.
 
The shock of reentering life outside his room confused Ham, though he lay in a litter carried by strong slaves and was protected by guards under Taia’s command.
The slaves grunted and the carrying-poles shifted on their broad shoulders so the litter swayed like a ship at sea. A myriad of forgotten odors and sounds assaulted Ham’s senses. He smelled charcoal, heated bronze, and heard the hammering of metalsmiths. Half-rotted fish and butchered rabbits left too long under the hot sun, sold by shouting hawkers, made an awful reek.
Although Ham couldn’t see it, he knew the city children went around naked except for earrings and necklaces, the girls wearing a string of beads around their middles. Free men and women wore a short, tight skirt of white linen, the men going bare from the waist up and sometimes the women as well. Slaves, servants and peasants wore loincloths. Only the rich had sandals.
The sounds, smells and the constant swaying disoriented Ham. It was much hotter than his cool room hidden behind palace walls. He clutched a pillow, forcing himself to concentrate, to think, to remember… not the distant past. It was easy to remember his childhood, building the Ark and afterward those early years alone in an empty world. It was much harder to recall recent things.
Soon the slaves set down their load, knocking the breath out of Ham. Curtains were brushed aside and hot sunlight beat on his face.
“Are we there?” Ham whispered.
“Can’t you hear the bleating of sheep and the lowing cattle?” Taia asked.
All Ham could hear was the blood pounding in his ears. He was certain that he was pale, and he felt cold sweat on his brow. He felt old, and feverish.
“What is this about?” Ham heard a man’s strong voice ask. “You barge in here as if I’ve done something wrong.”
Princess Taia withdrew from the litter. “Are you Prince Abram, the brother of Sarai?”
“I’m not of royal blood,” the man Abram said.
“But you are the brother of Sarai?” Taia asked.
“I am.”
From within the litter, Ham scratched his cheek. He heard deceit in Abram’s strong voice. “Bring the man closer,” Ham said.
The odor of sheep grew. Abram must be a shepherd. Yes, the man smelled sweaty and dusty. Did Abram perform manual labor? No Egyptian warrior would and certainly no priest.
“You honor me, lord,” Abram said.
Ham’s ears caught the low growl of nearby guards. He heard the word “shepherd,” as if the guards spat dust out of their mouths.
“Taia,” Ham said, “tell the guards to move back.”
Ham waited until she gave the command, until the clattering of swords and the shuffling of sandals told him the guards actually moved away. He was used to people trying to trick the blind, old man.
“Abram?”
“I’m here, lord.”
Ham frowned. There was something different about this one. “You traveled from Canaan?”
“I already told you that,” Taia said.
“Dear Taia,” Ham said, “could you please fetch me a cup of water.”
“Guard!”
“Taia, my child, from your own hand if you please.”
Although he was blind, Ham could feel her staring at him. The slap of her feet told him she was going.
Why would taking Abram’s sister cause Pharaoh to sicken? What was the mystery here?
“Tell me, Abram, do you serve Jehovah?”
“L-Lord?”
“Don’t bother lying to me,” Ham said. “Where did you learn of Jehovah?”
“…In Ur, lord, the land of my birth. Jehovah spoke to me, twice.”
 Ham reached out, groping, until Abram took his hand. The shepherd’s grip was strong and callused. “Do you know your lineage, O man of Ur?”
“Yes, lord.”
“Tell me!”
“My father’s name is Terah, lord.”
“Hurry, continue. As you love Jehovah don’t hold anything back.”
“Terah is the son of Nahor, lord, the son of Serug, the son of Reu, the son of Peleg, the son of Eber, the son of Shelah, the son of Arphaxad, the son of Shem, the—Lord, are you well?”
“Listen to me, Abram,” Ham said, the excitement causing his heart to flutter and blood to flush his skin. “When I speak it, if you can I want you to finish this ancient line of doggerel. Are you listening?”
“Yes, lord.”
Ham wet his lips and took a deep breath. “Cursed are you above all the livestock and all the wild animals! You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life.” Ham waited. “What’s wrong with you, man? I know you’re there. I can hear you breathing like a bull about to charge.”
“Lord,” Abram whispered. “How… how did you come to learn those words?”
Ham groped again for Abram’s rough hand. When he found it, he clutched it as hard as he could. “Finish it if you can, man of Ur.”
Abram’s voice was unsteady. “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head and you will strike his heel.”
“Ah-ha!” Ham said. “You quote the old promise of the coming Redeemer, of He who will be born to a pure and righteous woman.”
“Do you know who first spoke those words, lord?”
“Jehovah did when He banished Adam and Eve from Eden.”
“…May I ask, lord, where you learned this?”
“First answer me this,” Ham said. “Why have you lied about Sarai?”
“Lord?” Abram fairly squeaked.
“So, I was right. Sarai is not your sister.”
“But she is,” Abram protested.
“Hmm,” Ham said. “Perhaps in some way she is, but you have also hidden the truth. Isn’t that so?”
Abram hesitated before whispering, “She is my sister, lord, the daughter of my father but not of my mother. She is also my wife.”
His wife? “Listen to me, Abram. Do you know that Pharaoh and his household are stricken with plague?”
“All Egypt knows, lord.”
“Why do you think this has happened?”
“Because I lied…because I let Pharaoh take her to wife.”
“Then Pharaoh must be warned before he brings the wrath of Jehovah upon all Egypt.” And before Pharaoh dies and his guards come to slay me.
“Surely Pharaoh will kill me if he learns what I have done.”
Ham let go of Abram’s hand and lay back on his cushions, thinking. Perhaps he dozed. The next thing he heard was Taia saying, “Here’s your water.”
With trembling hands, Ham accepted the water. “Abram?”
“I’m here, lord.”
“Pray for me, that as I speak to Pharaoh Jehovah grants me wisdom.”
“Lord, is that wise?”
“What is this, shepherd?” Taia asked. “You dare address him so?”
“Forgive me, Princess,” Abram whispered.
“Hush, child,” Ham told Taia. “No need to speak like that. We must treat him well.”
“For his sister’s sake?” Taia asked coldly.
“No,” Ham said. “For our sake, child, for ours.”
“You’re not making sense,” Taia said.
“Will you do as I’ve asked, Abram?”
“I will sacrifice a lamb, lord, and ask Jehovah to give you the needed words as you speak to Pharaoh.”
As Abram retreated and as the guards returned, Princess Taia said, “It’s your head and likely mine if you set foot in the throne room.”
“If I am to be slain then I will be slain. But Pharaoh must learn the truth.”
“What truth, Great-Grandfather? What have you learned?”
“Pharaoh must learn this truth in such a way that he will repent rather than strike out foolishly,” Ham said. “Hurry. We must return to the palace.”
 





 
3.
 
“You may leave now,” Ham told Taia, who held on to his elbow.
Ham wore fine linen garments. They were the best in the world, as Egyptian linen was unmatched anywhere.
A bronze-shod staff banged against a floor. The sound seemed to come from behind stone doors. Someone bellowed muffled orders, the chamberlain, no doubt.
“Go,” whispered Ham.
“Let me help you into Pharaoh’s presence,” Taia said.
“A guardsman can do it.”
“He’ll be too rough, Great-Grandfather. I will finish what I started.”
A rush of gratitude swept over Ham. So in his fine robes, with the lovely Princess Taia guiding him, Ham hobbled to his fate. She must have nodded to the guardsmen. The well-oiled hinges moved as warriors swung open the double doors.
The voices in the throne room stilled.
Ham imagined everyone turning and staring. Some must have looked on in amazement—those who knew who he was. More than a few surely frowned, wondering where the princess had dug up such a dotard.
Ham hobbled toward the throne, swathed in silence, feeling the staring, stabbing eyes.
“Halt,” a sick-sounding man said.
The bronze-shod staff of state thumped three times. “Halt!” the chamberlain cried. “Prostrate yourself before Pharaoh.”
“I’m too old for that,” Ham said.
Silence greeted his words.
“Don’t you recognize me, Pharaoh?”
“Dismiss the ambassadors,” said the boil-ridden man on the throne.
There was more staff-of-state banging, more shouts and the clatter of marching guardsmen. Soon the heavy stone doors closed. Then the tired, dying man whispered, “Come closer.”
Taia tugged Ham along, until he wrinkled his nose. The smell of putrefaction, of rotting flesh, was strong.
“That’s close enough,” Pharaoh said. He coughed. It was a rough, aching sound. Ham could hear the sound of sipping water and heavy breathing. Finally he asked, “Have you come to gloat, old man? Is that why you’ve crawled out of your hole?”
“No, Pharaoh.”
“Ah, so suddenly you’ve become respectful. It won’t save you, though.”
“I am here to help you,” Ham said.
That brought on another bout of coughing and the sound of a man spitting into a bowl.
Ham shivered. He’d always loathed sickness and being around sick people.
“So now I disgust you?” Pharaoh asked, anger riding his words.
“You may yet live,” Ham said.
“What do you know, old man? Quickly, spit it out.”
“Patience, Pharaoh.”
“Guards!”
Shields rattled as the guardsmen stepped closer.
“I know why you and your household have been cursed with the plague,” Ham said.
There was silence. “Do you know what my father told me about you? ‘Kill the old goat. Have him strangled in his sleep. Otherwise, you’ll always feel him breathing down your neck as I have.’ Why do you suppose my father told me that, old man?”
“If you have patience, Pharaoh, I will tell you that too.”
“What?” Pharaoh asked. “You will tell me?” He laughed. “Why all of a sudden now, old man? Why on this day do you dare enter my presence?”
“If you will listen, Pharaoh, I shall answer every question and make all plain.”
“Is this your doing, Taia?”
“No, Father,” she said, trembling, reminding Ham of a canary he had once held shivering in his hand.
“Your brother has grown weary of you, Taia,” Pharaoh said. “Khufu has grown sick of your cackling.”
Taia knelt. “Please listen to him, Pharaoh.”
“So,” Pharaoh said, “you’ve turned my own daughter against me.”
“Not true, Pharaoh,” Ham said. “She loves you. She hopes, too, that you will have the wisdom to listen to me.”
“I am going to kill you for that,” Pharaoh said.
The old fire that had been rekindled now blazed. Ham pointed a knobby finger. “You are being foolish, Pharaoh. You have the chance of life and instead vent it disrespecting your father’s father’s father. Never doubt that I am Egypt. My folly and weakness gave birth to what you are. Listen if you dare and learn the truth. Perhaps you will yet save yourself and your household from doom.”
There was more silence. Ham said, “Fetch me a stool.”
“Pharaoh?” the chamberlain asked.
The dying man on the throne cleared his throat, coughed and spat into the physician’s bowl. “Yes,” he whispered. “Get him a stool.”
Ham sank onto it. Ah, it was such a relief for his old legs. Yet a strange strength filled him. Maybe it was the bread in his belly. Maybe Abram’s prayers had worked. Ham put his knotted hands on his knees and leaned toward the throne.
“I too am dying. I too pass from this world. But today I will give you the truth. In my youth, I listened to Methuselah, the oldest man who ever lived, as he related the prophecies of his father Enoch. On the Ark, Noah and Shem each dreamed most strangely. At the time, I dismissed their revelations. Today I understand some of what I heard. Yes, I have witnessed much, Pharaoh. You know that to be true. If you have the patience you can learn how this death by plague in your household can be avoided.”
“If you’re lying, old man, your death will be as painful as mine,” Pharaoh said. “By my right hand, I so swear, and may the gods—”
“The gods?” Ham shouted. “No! Today you shall learn the truth!”
“I forbid you to blaspheme Egypt’s gods.”
Ham barked laughter. “Not gods, Pharaoh, but the devil and his hosts.”
Men gasped, as did Princess Taia behind him.
Ham grinned crookedly. “Now listen, O ruler of Egypt, and learn the true history of the world.”
 





The Antediluvian Age
 



Nephilim
 
1.
 
Ham was born, raised and grew to manhood under the shadow of the Ark. Everyone thought his father was a fool, except the teamsters who plotted to cheat crazy old Noah. They found his father a stubborn bargainer, who inspected each ox-load of gopher wood with teeth-grinding thoroughness. A warp, the minutest rot damage or the palming off of unseasoned, green logs, Noah found it all and drove shrewd bargains for everything. The worst of it, however—at least the teamsters complained about it the most—was enduring the preaching. Anything could launch Noah into a dissertation on sin, righteousness and judgment.
Ham understood the teamsters. From the very first, his father had watched him closely, as did his mother. Together they hammered the lessons of Jehovah into him. He grew up certain that something dreadful must be wrong with him. Why otherwise belabor him every day with admonishments to walk uprightly? Why else forbid him to run free with the other children? Only his parents scolded them if they took apples out of Methuselah’s favorite orchard. No one else but his parents minded if they pelted Simple Shechem with cow manure or if they tore the tunics off the water-girls and switched their backsides. The regular joys of childhood—how everyone else played—weren’t allowed him. Someone responsible always had to tag along: father, mother, Japheth, Europa or Shem. His older brothers were given lectures about it.
“Yes, Mother,” Japheth would say. “I’ll watch him like a hyaenodon.”
“This isn’t a joking matter,” their mother, Gaea, said, a dark-haired matron whose hair was never out of place. A strapping woman, handsome rather than beautiful, with bright eyes and a hearty laugh, she too could be stern like his father. She always wore a shawl and was forever hurrying to Grandfather Lamech’s house to bring him pastries or her wonderful raisin bread. From his childhood, Ham most recalled her sitting in the high-backed cypress chair outside the house, stitching garments.
They were rich enough so she could have ordered the servants do it. Noah was wealthy, extraordinarily so, but he poured everything into the Ark. Whenever Ham asked her about that, his mother’s mouth firmed. Only guests entered the house, never the servants, farmhands or carpenters. From the first, Ham thought his parents were over-protective and took these precautions because they saw a hidden evil in him, that they didn’t trust him around anyone, not even the hired hands.
He was right, but not for the reasons he thought.
They lived in the sprawling clan compound, the one protected by a huge stone wall. Great-Grandfather Methuselah judged any disputes. Mostly his sons, daughters, granddaughters and grandsons like Noah (only no one was remotely like Father) did what was right in their own eyes. Ham’s grandfather Lamech—Methuselah’s third oldest son—was the only one who ever took Noah’s side. There were plenty of grand-uncles and aunts, and hundreds of first, second and third cousins, all sorts of relatives.
At night, he remembered the loud drunken singing outside his bedroom window, the screams of laughter and the shouting and sometimes the wild orgies that took place on the grass. He recalled his father going outside and reproving the aunts and uncles. Sometimes it turned ugly. Few cared, however, to stand toe-to-toe with Noah and his gopher-wood staff. 
Father just didn’t feel pain. You could punch him, cut him and even thrash him and he always kept coming. One morning Ham made the mistake of asking his father why he had bruises all over his face. Ham had spent the next three days with Shem, an auger in hand, as they smoothed boards for the Ark. It had been hard, sweaty work. And it had given Ham a handful of blisters and the stern eye of his father who had inspected each piece of lumber.
“Nothing but the best for the Ark,” Noah said.
Ham hated the saying… until the rains began.
As a youngster, he had loved going into the forests, a grand adventure. He had ducked from dragonflies with bodies twice as long as his father’s hand, some with three-foot wingspans. Slashing rays of sunlight sparkled off their gossamer-like wings, while their dangling legs made him shiver. Massive sabertooths lurked in the forests, cats that sent the huge hounds to barking. Ham had even seen a behemoth once! Its tread shook the earth, and the length and thickness of its tail… ha! It had been like a dragged cedar.
His father and field hands went into the forests to chop down trees and make pitch. Pitch! It seemed as if everything concerned with the Ark had to be covered with it. But first, they had to make it, and the process had always fascinated Ham.
Gathering pine tree resin was the beginning. Dense forests of various kinds dotted the landscape, but the pinewoods were the farthest away, atop the highest hills. After a lengthy trek, they entered a pine forest and Noah gouged herringbone patterns into the massive trunks. The oozing resin ran down the grooves to the bottom of the tree and into brass pots. When the sap stopped flowing, thudding axes felled the trees. Oxen dragged them back, where they were covered with ash and burned into charcoal. Then a fire was set under huge kettledrums until the pine resins bubbled and boiled, producing a wicked stench. Crushed charcoal was added and mixed to produce thick, dark pitch. The substance coated and waterproofed ship timbers and was used to caulk the Ark’s planks.
When Ham turned fourteen the grand uncles and aunts and his myriad of cousins became fed up with “righteous” Noah. They held a clan meeting under the stars and solemnly told his father that he either had to promise to shut up—on oath before his Jehovah—or he and his family would be exiled from the stronghold.
“Face the Nephilim on your own, Noah,” one grand uncle said.
“Or grovel the next time a bene elohim sends his slavers into these parts,” laughed an aunt.
“That’s right!”
“See if your words can shield you then!”
“Make the oath, Noah!”
With his big, broad shoulders and long, white beard, with his clothes dusty from a hard day’s work and the bonfire throwing its lurid light across his face, Noah turned to Methuselah.
The patriarch sat in a huge wooden chair. His beard wasn’t as long or even as white as Noah’s beard. Methuselah wore fine silk robes, and his right hand held onto a chalice, while his left lingered upon the arm of his latest wife, a scandalously young thing of one hundred and fifty-five. Even well into his nine hundreds Methuselah was virile, a legend in terms of hale long life.
“Throwing Noah from the compound is a grim act,” Methuselah said, “one fraught with peril for both him and you.”
“How so?” a man shouted.
“Perhaps you’ll better understand it if I explain it as a fable,” Methuselah said.
Someone in the crowd groaned. The old man was infamous for his animal stories.
“Long ago, an eagle hen and a vixen agreed to live near each other as friends. The eagle laid eggs at the top of a tree, while the vixen gave birth to cubs in a thicket below. One day the vixen went off in search of food. The hungry eagle swooped into the bushes, snatched up the cubs, and made a meal of them with her brood. The vixen returned and saw what had happened. She was less distressed by the loss than overcome by the difficulty of punishing the eagle. Later, some men sacrificed a goat in the field, and the eagle darted onto the altar and carried off a smoldering piece of meat to her nest. A strong gust sprang up and fanned the piece’s flame so the nest’s dry stalks blazed. The nestlings, not yet fully fledged, fell to the ground. The vixen ran up and gobbled them under the eagle’s eyes.”
“Are you saying we should kill Noah instead of banishing him?” a grand aunt asked. “So he doesn’t come back and attack us in a time of danger?”
“No!” Methuselah said. “Rather, those who break friendship cannot escape the vengeance of heaven.”
“Bah,” a grand uncle said. “Fables can’t change the fact that we’re sick of Noah.”
“That’s right,” an aunt shouted. “He’s the one who has broken the peace. Let him heed the fable.”
The chorus of shouts and catcalls rose, until Methuselah turned to Noah. “What can I say, my grandson? It is my sad duty to inform you that you must decide.”
Noah frowned, peering at the shouting faces, listening to their cries and taunts. Many drank beer. Some were already drunk, their sweaty faces glowing in the firelight. In back, a slender youth piped an indecent tune upon his flute.
“I will move,” Noah said.
A wild cheer went up.
Mother gathered Shem, his bride-to-be Ruth, Japheth and his tall wife Europa, and Ham. Tears welled, although she held her back straight and her head high.
Ham was terrified. He knew the stories about the Nephilim, demon-energized warriors, about wandering bands of raiders and monstrous beasts trained to attack in packs.
The next morning at the breakfast table Noah announced that he saw the hand of Jehovah in this. It wasn’t right raising children among idolaters, even if they were family.
 Mother nodded as she ladled soup into Father’s bowl. He always ate heartily, breakfast, lunch or supper. Hard work keeps a body from evil, was one of Noah’s sayings.
Noah collected farmhands and carpenters and marched to a site less than a league from the Ark. The thudding of axes and adzes, continual sawing, and hammering, sweating, and shouts, and pulleys and constant digging, and camping out at night, with Mother and Ruth cooking for everyone, Ham admitted this was exciting. Father bargained for more dogs, brutes with shaggy red hair and slavering fangs. The wooden palisade rose and so did their log dwelling, a heavy, little fortress within their new stronghold: Noah’s Keep.
Within a year, Shem married Ruth and time passed quickly for Ham, until he found himself a young man of twenty-five. At this age, he was no longer sure there would be a flood, or that Jehovah wanted to destroy the world. Certainly, he believed Jehovah was real. And it made a peculiar kind of sense to believe in a holy Creator who was fed up with how everyone behaved. But how could he be sure his father’s way of living was the only right way to serve Jehovah?
Maybe what Ham really wondered was, why did everyone get drunk and carouse except for Noah? Was it possible that only Noah lived righteously? Surely, other people could see the truth of Jehovah just as easily as his father did. The others always poured a libation to a higher power, which many of them said was all a person could know about Jehovah. After all, Jehovah wasn’t walking around talking to them, was He? And the others had assured Ham, the few times that he talked with them about the subject, that this higher power would never send a flood to slay everyone. That was preposterous! Jehovah, if that’s really what He wanted to be called, wasn’t so petty and cruel as to actually want to destroy everyone.
“That’s ridiculous!” the others would chide Ham. “Noah only said that Jehovah had actually talked to him, and all those other tales, to make himself seem important.” It was obvious to anyone who thought about it.
Besides, Ham had better believe that even if Jehovah was who Noah claimed Him to be that there were other powers with plenty of say in the matter. Just look at the Nephilim. Or more to the point look at the ones some called the “sons of Jehovah.” Bene elohim was the actual term. Now there were beings with power! They wouldn’t let Jehovah destroy the world. And if you simply had to worship somebody, well, the visible bene elohim made a lot more sense than an invisible god did. Certainly, Ham had to agree to that.
Ham pondered these things as he sawed back and forth with his cousin Jubal. They held onto a long, double-handled saw, first pulling and then pushing, as they cut a gopher-wood log in two.
Normally to rough out and shape planks one used adzes and axes. A saw cut out a straight piece of timber every time, whereas splitting logs with axes, wooden wedges and mallets could result in twisted planks. A saw however cut through everything, even the direction or grain of wood, thus weakening a plank. And a saw was expensive and difficult to maintain. There were only three in the entire construction yard, and probably no more than another ten in their region of clan strongholds. Today they ripped through a beam of timber to create planks for stalls in the Ark.
The massive Ark rose beside them, almost all the sides now clothed with outer planking. It was bigger than any castle that Ham had ever seen. The Ark was an incredible three hundred cubits long, fifty cubits wide and thirty cubits high. A cubit was the length from Noah’s elbow to the tip of his middle finger. When finished—Noah had been working on the Ark for over a hundred years—the giant box of a ship would have three decks, the insides composed of thousands of rooms and stalls for people and animals.
As a young man and well into his four hundreds, Noah, with his wife Gaea’s help, had built an incredibly lucrative farming industry. He had almost been a city-state unto himself. Then Jehovah had spoken to him. Since then year by year Noah had sold off sections of prime farming land or vast herds of cattle, all to pay for Ark construction.
A wooden fence, five cubits high, surrounded the sprawling ark-construction yard, with two gates, one to the north and the other to the south. A parapet or walkway had been built behind the fence, so whoever had guard duty could patrol with safety. Inside the yard were fire pits to dry the logs. Then many types of sheds—tool sheds, storage sheds for the pitch, which was kept in barrels, sheds for the various and laboriously made boards, sheds for the uncut logs and a shed to hold nails and gopher-wood pegs. There was a smithy to make new augers, saws, mallets, axes, hammers, spears and arrowheads, and of course the thousands upon thousands of bronze nails. There was a mountain of logs to fuel the many fires. There was a barn for ropes, one for the cranes and a kennel to house the shaggy hounds. The beasts roamed the yard at night. An armory also stood on the premises, in case they had to take up swords or spears against raiders or launch arrows dipped in naphtha and set afire against the larger beasts, those that had the size, teeth and inclination to stalk behemoths. They had a bakery, a special shed where Noah kept the plan of the ark and one to house the cubits upon cubits of leather awning.
The problem with gopher-wood was its incredible hardness. It destroyed the expensive saws and bent nails with furious regularity. Ham had once asked his father why he didn’t use softer wood.
“Because Jehovah told me to use gopher-wood,” Noah said.
From bitter experience, Ham knew there was no arguing against that.
So this morning Ham pushed and pulled an ever-duller saw across a stubborn gopher-wood log.
Ham wore a short-sleeve woolen shirt, breeches and boots and a leather apron for protection. He had become a broad-shouldered, muscular man with big, rough hands. He shaved his beard and had a swarthy, handsome face, with dark hair and piercing brown eyes. He was stronger than his brothers were, although not yet as strong as Father. The truth was that this endless drudgery and toil had made Ham powerful and tough, unlike most people, who took their ease and enjoyed life.
“This saw is too dull,” Jubal panted.
Ham ignored him. He mulled over an idea he’d been pondering lately. Was there a way to know whether Jehovah was really who Noah said? Ham dreamed of running away and finding Eden, there to see the cherubim—if they existed—to see the flaming sword flashing back and forth before the east gate. If cherubim were real, however, creeping so close to Eden would be dangerous. Yet if angels weren’t real or if there wasn’t any Eden—if Methuselah and Lamech were lying about that just to make Noah happy—why then, Ham would know that he wasted his youth working on Noah’s folly.
Then the saw jammed and Jubal lost his grip, stumbling backward.
“Oh no, you don’t,” Ham said, thrusting his shoulders, pushing the saw forward. “Get back to work.”
“We should sharpen the teeth first.”
“We only have three more logs to go,” Ham said, still sawing.
Jubal stared at him a moment longer. Then he grabbed the handle, almost stumbling again as Ham yanked the saw across the hardwood.
Noah marched up. He wore a rough, gray cloak and sandals. Old Noah listened to the saw and then held up one of his leathery hands. “Lift it up.”
Ham hesitated only a moment, yanking up the long saw-blade.
Noah fingered one of the bronze teeth. “Sharpen them before you go on.”
“Yes, Father,” Ham muttered.
“I told you,” Jubal said.
Ham clenched his teeth.
“When you’re finished here,” Noah said, “I want you to lift the boards in shed five up to the number ten scaffolding.”
“Yes, Father.”
“And double check the crane ropes. Make sure they aren’t frayed.”
“Yes, Father.”
Noah clapped him on the shoulder. “We don’t want a load of lumber breaking loose and raining on the Ark.”
“Yes, Father. I shan’t forget.”
A hint of a frown touched Noah’s lips. Then he strode away.
“What’s wrong with you?” Jubal asked.
Ham dug a whetstone from the pouch slung at his belt and took the saw under an awning. With the prized bronze blade between his knees, he filed with sharp strokes.
For the rough grinding of blades, one used a whetstone of gneiss, a type of granite. Now he used softer banded slate, merely wishing to put back the saw’s edge. Ham scooped water from a nearby pail, flinging droplets onto the saw edges as he scraped the slate over them.
“I’m going to eat an early lunch,” Jubal said.
Ham ignored him as he filed with harder jerks, and before he knew it the stone slipped off a tooth and his palm swept over the sharpened bronze. With an oath, Ham glared at the pumping blood, and he ground his teeth in growing frustration. He plunged his hand into a bucket of water and wrapped a cloth around the palm. Oh, this was going to work fine. Blood already soaked the cloth. So he went to the linen shed and wadded up some, sticking it under his crude bandage. As he walked back to the saw, and while wondering if he should stitch the cut, the ram’s horn blew.
Ham looked up as the horn sounded a second time. Shem high up on the Ark pointed down excitedly at something outside the north gate.
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The caravan master from Havilah, a small, sinister old man with cunning eyes like a hyena, smacked his lips with approval. “A fine wine, sir, a fine wine indeed. But do you have any with bite?”
“Only for ailments,” Noah said.
“Ah! Of those, I have many, sir, many indeed. Sore joints are an ailment, and a back stretched from sitting far too many days upon a donkey. Is that not an ailment of the first order?”
They sat underneath a hastily erected awning, this sly ancient caravan master and several of his clan, together with Noah and his sons and several of their cousins. Leather sheets had been thrown upon the ground and two stools brought out, one for Noah and the other for the old caravan master of Havilah. The small nomad wore a thick quilted jacket, baggy pantaloons and fine mammoth-hide boots, with a golden ring upon each of his talon-like fingers. Dangling from his left ear hung two golden loops that clashed every time he turned his head. The caravan master, Kedorlaomer by name, wore a blue silk turban and had shrewd, slanted eyes. The eyes reminded Ham of a hyena that used to slink about the construction yard, one that would slip near and snatch your bread-sack if you weren’t watching closely enough.
Behind the old nomad sat several of his grandsons in a semi-circle, all of them near Noah’s age, which was to say approaching six hundred. Lean and tight-lipped, with long mustaches and equally long glances, as if sizing up the yard for a raid, there hardly seemed to Ham a more distrustful and villainous crew. They hung decorated bow cases and quivers from their backs, and fingered jeweled daggers.
Noah had wisely ordered the rest of the caravan to remain outside, although several husky servants carted water from the construction-yard well to their braying animals. Ham was certain they were slaves. Their heads looked recently shaved—one bore an evil-looking scab—and they shuffled and their shoulders slumped. A pretty woman scandalously dressed in a quilted jacket and pantaloons paced beside the servants. She threw Ham a smile once or twice.
Kedorlaomer cleared his throat. “It has been such a dusty trail, sir. Quite an adventure, I’m afraid, leaving a man thirsty for something with more…spirit.”
Noah sent Jubal running, who hurried back with a jug and clay cups. Noah pulled the cork and poured for Kedorlaomer and his grandsons. Grinning, the old, caravan master raised his cup and was about to bring it to his lips, when he frowned and made a sharp snorting noise through his nose.
The grandsons lowered their cups, their eyes narrowing as they burned silent accusations at Noah.
“What of yourself, sir?” Kedorlaomer asked. “Is it not wrong for us to drink before you do?”
They weren’t merely suspicious, Ham realized, but insultingly paranoid.
Noah splashed wine into several more cups and handed them to his sons and nephews. Ham gulped his. It was little more than enough to wet his mouth. But that seemed to satisfy suspicious Kedorlaomer.
“Ah, yes, thank you, sir,” the old, caravan master said, while drinking. “Splendid indeed. Excellent!”
“You’re most kind,” Noah said.
“No, no, this is a rare vintage indeed, sir. I understand now your reluctance to waste it on the travelers from afar.”
“Has it been a hard trail?” Noah asked.
Kedorlaomer swirled the last contents in his cup, his lips pursed, before he tossed it down and smacked his lips.
Noah offered them buttered bread and pears, and platters of almonds. They shelled the nuts and chewed loudly, holding their cups out for more of Noah’s excellent vintage. He gave them another fill. Then he corked the jug and told Jubal to take it back to the shed.
“No more of that wonderful wine, sir?”
“Drunkenness is offensive to Jehovah,” Noah said, not with a prim twist to his lips but in the same way that he might ask for more nails while hammering planks.
Kedorlaomer raised his eyebrows, while his grandsons traded knowing smirks.
And so Ham knew that these nomads out of Havilah, these sons of Cain, had heard about Noah. How, in fact, could they sit in the shadow of the Ark without commenting about it unless they had already been primed beforehand as what to do with this ‘Jehovah-crazy fool?’
“Please,” Noah said, “tell us about your journey.”
Ham gave his father this: he liked news just as much as the next person.
Dusting almond shells from his lap, Kedorlaomer began his tale by saying, “It was a hard trail indeed, sir.”
Jubal grinned ear to ear. Ham cracked his knuckles, leaning forward. Even Japheth paid greater attention, so much so he petted the hounds less. One of them nosed its big snout back under his older brother’s hand.
According to Kedorlaomer, the trouble started even before the trek. As was well known, seventy-five years ago several clans of giants, Nephilim, had entered Havilah. For a time the creatures had joined forces with the men already in possession of the land, helping to repel the many raiders drawn to Havilah like ants to a honey pot. Although surrounded by the mighty Pishon River, Havilah was noted for its pure gold, its onyx stones and its precious gum spice from the bdellium tree.
Yet clans grew, those too of the giants, Kedorlaomer told them. Quarrels didn’t patch as easily these days and drunkenness, despite what Jehovah didn’t or did like, fueled more than one shouting match until knives were drawn. Old Kedorlaomer sadly shook his turbaned head, telling them about younger giants plotting to overthrow their fathers. The young ones unfortunately incited reckless young men until bands of marauders prowled around the gold and onyx mines and the groves of bdellium trees. Sometimes sons or grandsons led the bands into the very compounds of their fathers, so the night erupted with shrieks and spilled blood. It was a savage, bitter time in Havilah, and gathering a caravan-load took skill and a fierce determination to hold onto valuable possessions.
“Well, sir,” Kedorlaomer said, as he paused for breath. “Life has always been hard, has it not?”
“Hmm,” Noah said, his deep blue eyes filled with that far-off look that sometimes overcame him.
“Oh,” Kedorlaomer said, “I’ll grant you that lately things seem to have gotten out of hand. That there is greater savagery than ever…” The shrewd eyes darted toward the Ark, back to Noah and then to the huge hounds with their mangy heads upon their paws as they looked up with sad eyes. “There’s madness in the world, sir.”
Noah nodded.
Kedorlaomer glanced at his grandsons. The one with his fingers on the golden hilt of his dagger smirked. The others stirred.
Ham was glad now that he’d tucked a hatchet through his belt, one he used to chop branch-stumps off logs. Maybe the skill of the archers of Havilah had become something of a proverb, but if these villains tried anything strange today, he would be on his feet and bashing their skulls before they could slip their famed bows out of their cases.
These were hard times indeed, Kedorlaomer told them. He traded and dickered for goods and broke his hardiest colts to the train. Then they loaded up and wended their way to the banks of the Pishon River. The fees had increased, outrageously so. But the Pishon was wide and pirate galleys swooped down at the oddest times. There were spies everywhere and unless a man was your relative, you could never be sure. Even then, it was often a risky proposition. It depended on how much you let him in on the profits. “Clan Kedorlaomer believes in sharing. You share in the work, the danger and then in the profits. That makes good sense. Yes?”
Noah nodded.
Kedorlaomer sniffed, and that seemed to stiffen his grandsons, to make their mustaches bristle.
So Ham pretended to yawn, and he stretched his back. He stood and shook one of his legs as if he was tired of sitting so long. He folded his thick arms across his chest and planted himself spread-legged, and he stared at the ill-tempered grandson who couldn’t keep his fingers off the hilt of his dagger.
Kedorlaomer glanced at Ham, and the old nomad told them how they had paid the river fare, and how watchdog galleys had guarded the barges full of their braying donkeys and precious cargoes. He explained how his grandsons had prowled the decks with strung bows, while their sons took to sitting cross-legged and sharpening their knives. Fortunately, they crossed the river without incident. Yet each of them had sensed upon landing on the further bank that now they were no longer in Havilah. The weary days of vigilance took their toll. Donkeys sickened, as did trail hands. Sometimes at stops men bartered fairly, sometimes they tried to slip you poisoned drinks. Oh, one could never be sure, never be safe unless you expected the worst.
“Is that not so, sir?” Kedorlaomer asked.
Noah shrugged.
“Let me assure you that it is so.” Kedorlaomer pointed to the thick-limbed servants waddling from the well with a bucket in each hand. The nomad girl still paced them. “Do you see those men, sir?”
“They’re hard workers,” Noah said.
Kedorlaomer laughed and so did his grandsons. “They had better be hard workers!” Kedorlaomer shouted. “If they slacken they will be whipped.”
The water-carriers shuffled faster, while the nomad girl drew a quirt and seemed ready to slash it against the back of their legs. She appeared to reconsider, and with a flourish jammed the leather riding crop back under her belt.
The cloudiness left Noah’s eyes as he watched the interplay.
“Oh yes,” Kedorlaomer said. “Not so very long ago these men hid themselves behind leafy fronds beside a river. They waited with long spears in hand, their bronze tips smeared with viper poison. As my caravan wound past, they howled a most dreadful war cry. A few stabbed unwary trail hands. These, however,” Kedorlaomer swept his golden-ringed hand to his grinning grandsons, “these stalwarts brought out their bows and played a deadly tune on their strings. Barbed arrows dampened the attackers’ ardor, until most took to their heels. We captured several, and now they repay in toil for those they slew.”
“These are sad times,” Noah said.
“No. These times are filled with justice,” Kedorlaomer said. He looked up at Ham. “What about you, sir? You seem uneasy. Have I upset you?”
Ham shook his head.
Noah, however, snapped up his head, as if seeing Ham for the first time. “Sit down,” he said.
Ham raised his eyebrows and glanced meaningfully at Kedorlaomer’s grandsons.
Noah scowled and motioned Ham to sit down.
Turning red—it would serve them right now if these bloodthirsty sons of Cain killed them—Ham dropped onto the leather blanket. 
“You are a wise man, sir,” Kedorlaomer told Noah.
“I am a man of peace,” Noah said.
“Indeed, sir, I’m glad to hear it. You don’t know how rare that is these days.”
“But I’m afraid I do,” Noah said.
“Ah, I see. So is that why you’ve built…” Kedorlaomer jerked a thumb at the Ark.
“You’ve heard of the ship?” Noah asked.
“Oh, but who hasn’t, sir? What a beauty she is, and so big. A stunning creation. But…”
“But?” Noah asked quietly.
“Very plain, if you don’t mind me saying.”
Noah appeared surprised, as if he hadn’t heard that one before.
“This is your life’s work, is it not, sir?”
“Well…”
“For over one hundred years people say you’ve been building it.”
“That’s true,” Noah said.
“Then it must be a life work, sir. A most formidable project, I must say. Perhaps you have been asked this before, sir, but where do you plan to sail it?”
Noah smiled, so did Japheth and Shem.
Ham rolled his eyes. There was no lake or river for leagues around. Where he planned to sail it was one of the commonest questions around. His father often used the question to launch into preaching.
“Did I say something wrong?” Kedorlaomer asked.
“If others have told you about the Ark,” Ham said, “then you know very well where he plans to sail it.”
The mean-eyed grandson, the one fingering his knife, glared at Ham. Kedorlaomer merely leaned back on his stool to give Ham another look. “Yes…” Kedorlaomer said. He turned back to Noah. “As I was saying, such a mighty ship as this shouldn’t be so plain. It needs… Well, for instance, sir, how will it see?”
“What?” Noah asked.
“It has no eyes,” Kedorlaomer said. “The galley master on the Pishon River had eyes painted on his ships, even the ugly barges—Not that your barge is ugly, sir.”
“No,” Noah said.
“Its titanic size gives it a strange grace all its own. But as I was saying, sir, the galley master explained to me that all ships must be able to see. They are living things, I was told. And as we crossed the Pishon and I felt the ship move under my feet, why yes, I realized that it was indeed alive. Now for your ship, sir, painted eyes are much too ordinary. May I thus recommend two flawless rubies, huge gems that I’m sure you’ll agree would work very well as eyes.”
Like a magician of Nod, Kedorlaomer opened his hand to reveal two huge rubies. They glittered with a bloody, red color and were as big as chicken eggs.
Cousin Jubal sucked in his breath.
“Envision these as the eyes of the ship, sir,” Kedorlaomer crooned, clacking the rubies together. “Oh, then you would need never fear any collisions, sir. Your ship would see every danger and avoid every shoal.”
“They’re beautiful,” Cousin Jubal whispered.
“Indeed,” Kedorlaomer said. To Noah he said, “Surely these belong on your ship, sir.”
Smiling, Noah said, “No, no, I’m afraid not.”
“But to just paint on eyes, sir, that—”
“There won’t be any eyes,” Noah said.
“What?” Kedorlaomer asked. “No eyes?”
Noah shook his head.
“Then what of you, sir?” Kedorlaomer asked Jubal. “You seem like a man of taste.”
“Could you loan me the money?” Jubal asked Noah.
Noah shook his head.
“Uncle,” Jubal said. “I-I promise I’ll pay you back first thing. I-I need those rubies.”
Yes, thought Ham, in order to purchase the favors of an easy woman.
“Indeed, indeed, it would be a sound investment,” Kedorlaomer said, raising his eyebrows as he glanced at Noah.
Noah shook his head again.
“Ah, unfortunate,” Kedorlaomer said, making the rubies disappear by a deft twist of his wrist.
Jubal lurched forward, and in that instant, the grandsons seemed to pulse with life, to tense like wolves. Jubal hesitated, licking his lips, his fingers convulsing.
“I-I could pay half now and half on the return leg of your journey,” Jubal said.
Kedorlaomer didn’t even appear to have heard. He spoke to Noah. “Surely then you wish to buy pure Havilah gold in order to fashion an idol of your god to put at the prow of your ship. Think, sir, of how pleased your god would be as he watched—”
“No!” Noah said.
Kedorlaomer blinked, while his grandsons bristled at Noah’s tone.
Ham grinned.
“Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear, sir,” Kedorlaomer said. “What I meant to say—”
“Don’t you realize that idolatry is what has brought us to this pass?” Noah asked.
“Sir?”
“Idolatry. Serving others gods.”
Kedorlaomer glanced at his grandsons, and he seemed to collect himself as he twirled the end of his drooping mustaches. “Do you mean the bene elohim, sir?”
“Idolatry is serving any god other than Jehovah,” Noah said.
“You mean He who was said to have created Adam and Eve?”
“Yes,” Noah said. “Almost two thousand years ago Jehovah fashioned Adam out of the dust of the earth and breathed into him the breath of life.”
“I have heard the fable, sir.”
“But it is no fable,” Noah said.
“Come now, sir. You and I, we understand how the world works. First was the darkness of eternal water, long eons of water, and then did the gods and goddesses form themselves out of the void. I know this to be true, sir, for I have spoken to one of the bene elohim. He was there at the beginning long ages ago, sir. Oh, what a frightful experience it was speaking with such a being of power.” Kedorlaomer shivered, and for a brief moment fear shone in his eyes. “But, no matter, no matter. You, it seems, have also spoken with a god.”
“I have spoken with Jehovah,” Noah said gravely. “And I know that in your heart beats a knowledge of Him. You know, Kedorlaomer, and your grandsons surely know and understand that in the beginning, Jehovah formed them male and female, and in His love, He gave us a garden paradise. But sin entered in, brought by the dread tempter. But this ‘son of Jehovah’ that you apparently spoke to—he is a liar like the rest of that evil host.”
“Evil is a relative term, sir.”
“No,” Noah said. “Evil is disobedience of Jehovah.”
“Surely you jest, sir. I see no Jehovah. In fact…” Kedorlaomer leaned forward, his dark eyes bright. “Let Jehovah strike me dead this instant if He lives. Now! Here! Before this ship that it’s said He commanded you to build.”
Everyone paused, holding his or her breath.
“Ah-ha,” Kedorlaomer said. “You see, Jehovah is not real. For if He was, surely in His dreadful power He would strike me dead for such daring.”
Unmoved, Noah said, “Do you notice the sun, Kedorlaomer?”
“Eh? What?”
“Look up at the sun,” Noah said.
Slowly, as if suspecting a trick, Kedorlaomer did.
“Now look at your hand.”
“Is this a joke?” Kedorlaomer asked crossly.
Noah thrust out his hand, a big, seamed leathery thing. The way Noah twisted and moved his hand made it seem like a marvel, like a thing of wonderful design and utility. 
“Now what about the Ark?” Noah asked.
Kedorlaomer shook his head, his suspicious eyes burning.
“I have built it these many years,” Noah said.
“So people say.”
“As I have built the Ark,” Noah said, “so Jehovah has made the sun, although much more quickly. In fact, Jehovah fashioned the sun in a single day.”
“Well, of course a god built the sun,” Kedorlaomer said. “The Sun God built it and now he lives there, warring against the others gods and goddesses and demanding sacrifices from us so he will continue to shine his light upon us. But I think that you are wrong to say that he built it in a day. Over long ages, sir, was the sun made. Thus the illustration of your ship is in this regard more precise than you think.” Kedorlaomer grinned. “After all, you didn’t build this ship in a day.”
“Tell me, Kedorlaomer, how did this Sun God come about?”
“I have already said, sir. He formed himself out of the eternal water.”
“But that is sheer nonsense,” Noah said. “I might as well say that my Ark has formed itself from the ground. Things do not make themselves. They are fashioned by an outside entity.”
“Who made your Jehovah then?”
“No one,” Noah said. “He always was.”
Kedorlaomer laughed sharply.
“Either eternal water always was or Jehovah always was. To say that water or any matter just formed things, that it—” Noah snapped his fingers “—that it just started creating itself, that is sheer and laughable nonsense. Any event needs as strong a cause to have started it. For instance, the Ark is being built. I am the cause. That ruby you showed me has been cut. You didn’t find it in such a state, but a skillful jeweler shaped it. The sun and the world and the bene elohim you spoke with, all those need a cause greater than themselves, and that cause is Jehovah.”
“Where is your proof of this, sir?”
“The fact of our existence proves it.”
“You spout sophistry, sir.”
“Your knowledge of good and evil also tells you that this is so,” Noah said.
“My good or your good, sir? For everyone knows that good and evil are relative terms.”
“Jehovah’s good, which since He has put that knowledge in both our hearts we both understand.”
“I’ve already told you that I don’t believe in Jehovah. Or rather that He is one among many.”
“Then you are a liar, Kedorlaomer,” Noah said without rancor.
The old nomad’s eyes grew round indeed while his grandsons scowled.
“Why do you bristle?” Noah asked. “In your heart you know I’m right.”
“You-you impugn my name and then dare to ask me that?” Kedorlaomer shouted.
“Is it wrong for me to impugn your name?” Noah asked.
Kedorlaomer’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I will avenge my name with blood.”
“First be certain that you aren’t lying,” Noah suggested. “If we both have different concepts of good and evil how can my differences bother you? Or is it rather you know that you lie when you say you don’t believe in Jehovah and that my bringing it to your attention pricks your conscience? After all, a hardened heart loathes to be reminded that its first allegiance should be to Jehovah, the Creator of everything.”
“Enough!” Kedorlaomer shouted, springing to his feet.
The three big hounds also sprang up, their fur bristling as they growled. Noah’s sons and their cousins scrambled to their feet, as did Kedorlaomer’s grandsons. No one had drawn weapons, but a fierce energy sizzled among them.
Much more slowly and in a dignified manner, Noah rose. He gripped his gopher-wood staff and settled his deep, blue eyes upon the wizened son of Cain. “This day you are to be warned, O Kedorlaomer, you and your grandsons. Know that Jehovah has grown wroth with humanity. But as importantly for you, O Kedorlaomer, Jehovah watches what you are about. Never doubt that He sees your treacheries, your sly deceits that you practice on the unwary. Yes, that you gained your cargo through death and thievery is plain. You think to entice young Jubal to your camp and there enslave him. That will not happen, I assure you. What you must now consider, O Kedorlaomer, is the price you wish to pay for your sins. Turn, I say, from theft, turn from swiftly drawn daggers and from your base cunning. Draw near to Jehovah. Beg Him to forgive you your many sins. Then stay with me and help me work on the Ark. And when the dreadful day arrives you will have a berth and survive the coming flood.”
“Flood?” Kedorlaomer fairly screeched.
“There is a flood coming, O Kedorlaomer, a worldwide deluge that will destroy all mankind, together with the beasts of the field, the birds of the air and all creeping things.”
“You’re mad!” the old nomad hissed.
“Though your sins be as scarlet,” Noah said, “the Lord will yet forgive you.”
Kedorlaomer snatched up his dagger, the razor-edge glinting in his hand. Before anyone could move, he darted like a snake at Noah.
Noah seemed to step lazily out of the way, and his gopher-wood staff spun in his hands. It all seemed to happen in slow motion: Kedorlaomer lunging forward, his knife-hand outthrust—the end of the gopher-wood staff cracking against the nut-brown wrist—the curved dagger tumbling end-over-end onto the leather mat—Kedorlaomer reeling backward into the hands of his grandsons.
“Go,” Noah said. “Depart this place while you are able.”
A mewl of pain escaped Kedorlaomer as he cradled his broken hand. The grandsons glared with rage. But with the hounds growling and baring their teeth and with Noah towering, holding his staff crosswise…
“Don’t think that—” began the meanest looking grandson.
Noah lifted a single admonitory finger. “No more words unless you wish to repent of your ways to Jehovah.”
The narrowness of their eyes showed the likeliness of that. They turned to go.
“Of course,” Noah said, “you must leave without the slaves.”
Kedorlaomer whirled back around and stared at Noah in wonder. “Now you would cheat us of our property?”
Noah leaned upon his staff and gazed calmly into the nomad’s eyes.
Kedorlaomer dropped his gaze. “I will not forget this, sir.”
“I know,” Noah said. “But I hope you will leave these parts without any acts of vengeance. Surely, you have felt Jehovah’s presence here. So if you would live out the days granted you then you’ll do as I say.”
Kedorlaomer hissed to his grandsons, and they hurried from under the awning and toward the north gate.
Ham stepped up. “You’d better release the hounds before they turn around and take out their bows.”
Noah made no response.
“They’ll slip back during darkness and slit our throats,” added Jubal.
Noah shook his head.
“You can’t know that,” Ham said. “They might do it.”
Noah studied his youngest son.
Ham flushed. He admired his father’s courage. And he was proud of how easily Noah had disarmed the sneaky nomad. Few could best his father in a fair fight. Yet…he didn’t understand his father’s overwhelming moral authority.
“Let’s get back to work,” Noah said.
“What about the men you freed?” Shem asked.
“I’ll talk to them,” Noah said. “Oh, and don’t forget to haul up the lumber,” he told Ham.
“I know.”
“The ropes need checking, too.”
“I remember!”
Noah paused. Then he nodded and headed for the freed slaves.
 





 
3.
 
Gaea, Noah’s wife, smoothed the pleats of her long dress, taking a deep breath, reminding herself that Europa couldn’t help herself. Once a king’s daughter, always so, and Europa had been the oldest born, taught the ways of royalty and to look out for her brothers and sisters. It didn’t matter that her father’s small castle had been sacked and burned, and the tiny kingdom destroyed many years ago. Europa strove to bring her brothers and sisters together, to first free them from slavery, and second to find them wives and husbands, and third, if possible, to rebuild what her father’s vainglory had so disastrously lost.
Slavery was wicked, certainly, and Europa had to be commended in her efforts in freeing her siblings. Yet a greater servitude enthralled a world. Blackest sin had multiplied to outrageous proportions and enraged a holy Jehovah. His wrath promised doom: a doom imminent, certain and dreadful.
Gaea composed herself, glancing out the window. Small Rahab—a girl barely in her teens—was dark, raven-haired and had a shy manner like a rabbit hiding from foxes. She held wheat in the fold of her skirt, tossing tiny handfuls to each chicken in turn, laughing at the strutting roster, talking to him. Gaea smiled. Dear little Rahab, she was an orphan with a terrible past. Gaea knew because sometimes at night when she came to tuck Rahab in the poor thing tossed in her sleep, mumbling strange nightmares. Gaea wished Rahab would speak about these things, but she understood why Rahab didn’t and why she looked frightened most of the time.
Gaea moved to the window. “Rahab!”
The girl whipped up her head, wide-eyed.
Gaea berated herself. She mustn’t shock the poor dear. “Rahab, when you’re done feeding the chickens I want you to come inside and card wool.”
“Yes, madam.”
“Now, Rahab,” Gaea said, “you know I want you to start calling me mother.”
Rahab dipped her head, keeping it dipped, while tossing bigger handfuls of grain and faster than before.
Gaea sighed and once more smoothed her pleats. She had strong hands, worn now at her age, with too many wrinkles and veins. When her hands had been soft like Rahab’s, bronze shears hadn’t yet become universal. Over a hundred years before Gaea’s birth the discoveries and inventions of Tubal-Cain the Master Smith—that of smelted ores and metal daggers, swords, spears and sheers—had exploded out of the land of Nod. Yet even before that time, there had been wool to card and spin. Sheep before Tubal-Cain’s time had been sheared with flint knives. Gaea suspected that long after she passed away countless young girls would spend many otherwise idle hours carding wool as they had when Eve first invented the process.
Carding was the method of arranging woolen fibers after sheep had been sheared, readying the fibers for spinning. Two boards with teeth, similar to dog brushes, were used. Wool was distributed on one card and brushed with the other until the fibers all lay parallel and uniform, rid of all debris. The batt was taken off the cards and rolled into a rolag. The rolag could then be wound onto a spindle.
A pile of wool lay in the corner. The carding boards lay on the big wooden table behind Gaea, where Europa arranged baskets full of sweet-smelling narcissus, hyacinths, violets and yellow crocus, while the most radiant of all, the crimson splendor of wild roses. Earlier this morning, Europa had taken the serving girls into the fields, picking flowers. When they were done, moments ago, she had trooped them into the house and ordered them where to set each basket.
Even though she knows, I never allow the maids into the house. It was a harsh precept, but in these terrible days, it only made sense. The evil one was full of subtlety, while the hearts of humanity had become blacker than pitch. Thus, Gaea strove to create a sanctuary for her family.
She smoothed her pleats a last time, facing fair Europa, the wife of her oldest son Japheth.
Europa studied the flower baskets. She was tall, with blonde hair spilling past her shoulders and with a crown of garlands on her head. The garlands matched her long white dress and fit her beautiful features, imperious, queenly and self-assured. A mere sixty years of age, the girl had the aplomb of one of six hundred.
Gaea wondered sometimes what Europa had seen in Japheth. He was a bright lad, but given to airy speculations and bouts of rhetoric. Perhaps that’s how pagan kings acted and Europa had found familiarity in it.
“My dear,” Gaea said, “these are lovely flowers.”
Europa smiled softly.
“But you know how I feel about the maids tramping through the house.”
Europa grew still.
“It may seem like a strange rule,” Gaea said, “but… these are dangerous times. The hearts of people have grown dark and unpredictable.”
“Of course, Mother. I’m sorry. I forgot. Please forgive me.”
Gaea moved to her, touching her arm. Europa, for all her noble aspirations, was strong like an amazon, not some dainty sprite fit only for perfumed halls. Although Europa frowned on manual labor, when pushed to it she worked as hard as any of the children.
“The matter is already forgotten,” Gaea said. She smiled, trying to take the sting out of her reprimand. “Now tell me again. What’s the occasion for all these flowers?”
“Must there be an occasion?” Europa asked.
Gaea patted her hand, the smile widening.
“Well… I love flowers,” Europa said. “And the house could use brightening.”
‘True, true,” Gaea said.
Europa made a dismissive gesture. “And in case visitors should arrive—”
“Visitors?” Gaea asked, wincing inwardly because she had said that too sharply.
Europa glanced at the baskets. It was hard to tell what she was thinking. As a king’s daughter, she had learned to hide her emotions.
A door opened, startling both of them.
Rahab hesitated at the door. “You…” She seemed to fight for courage. “You said once I was done feeding the chickens that I should come in and card wool.”
“Of course, of course,” Gaea said. She indicated the table. “Look at all the beautiful flowers Europa picked.”
Rahab barely glanced at the table, although she said, “They are very pretty.”
Europa didn’t seem to hear. Perhaps she didn’t notice Rahab after first seeing her. Rahab acted too much like a servant; and those at times Europa seemed to treat as invisible, unless she ordered them to this task or that.
“You were saying?” Gaea said to Europa.
“Yes,” Europa said. “I was talking about visitors.”
“Siblings of yours, I presume?”
“Girl,” Europa said, “would you start putting these flowers in the vases?”
Rahab glanced at Gaea.
Gaea sighed, nodding.
Rahab picked up the nearest vase and went to the table, hesitating between the flower baskets, choosing the roses.
“You’ve uncovered my surprise,” Europa told Gaea. “A sister of mine should arrive tomorrow.”
“Ah,” Gaea said.
“She’s young,” Europa said. “A mere twenty-one. Perhaps if someone could escort her while she’s here. Ham for instance, if—”
Rahab cried out, dropping a rose, sucking her finger.
“What happened?” Gaea said, coming around the table.
Rahab shook her head, with the finger in her mouth.
“She asked you a question, child,” Europa said. “Answer her.”
Rahab took her finger out of her mouth. A spot of blood welled. “I pricked myself,” she whispered.
Gaea took the small hand, inspecting it. “You must be more careful, Rahab.”
“Yes, madam.”
Gaea decided not to chide the small dear again for forgetting to say ‘Mother.’
“What do you think, Mother?” Europa asked. “Wouldn’t it be a good idea for Ham to escort my sister?”
Gaea noticed a hurt look enter Rahab’s eyes.
And Rahab pulled her hand back, and she curled the pricked finger against her palm, using her other fingers to pick up the fallen rose and put it in the vase.
“My sister is pretty and quite well behaved,” Europa was saying. “I’m sure Ham wouldn’t mind showing her around.”
“Perhaps,” Gaea said, “but Ham might be busy.”
“Oh?” Europa asked.
“I may have Ham help Rahab fetch supplies for Lamech.”
Rahab looked up, startled.
“You can’t be serious,” Europa said. “Let one of the field hands help the girl.”
Gaea faced Europa, saw her calculated study of little Rahab and the almost immediate dismissal of her as a possible obstacle. Gaea pursed her lips, wondering where in this wicked world Ham might find a good wife. Then she smiled, deciding for Rahab’s sake to deflect Europa’s ire.
“Come,” Gaea said, taking Europa by the hand, “I want to show you some new material I traded for last week. I’m thinking of using it for a quilt. I’d like your opinion.” They moved toward the next room.
Thus, neither of them saw Rahab glance up, wonderment and confusion filling her face, and a host of doubts.
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“How did your father know I was thinking about helping myself to the rubies?” Jubal asked.
Ham grunted a monosyllable answer as they maneuvered the unwieldy crane into position. It had a heavy split-log platform laid atop wooden sleds and was dragged by mules. From the platform sprouted a forty-cubit derrick with a swinging boom or yardarm on top.
“Those rubies were perfect,” Jubal said.
“Is that what you have for brains?” Ham asked. “Rocks?”
“Delilah loves rubies. If I had brought her those… Can you imagine how happy she would have made me?”
“Maybe so,” Ham said. “But stealing from nomads of Havilah is foolish.”
“I wouldn’t have been caught. But now your father spoiled it by telling them my plans. I don’t understand how he knew.” 
“Well, that’s my father for you. Full of surprises.”
Jubal eyed him. “You’re not like your brothers.”
Ham shrugged.
“So why do you do this then?” Jubal asked. “Are you really afraid there’s going to be a flood?”
Ham ignored his cousin as they settled the crane beside the Ark. The reason he worked here wasn’t hard to understand. Only a fool bet against a man who was never wrong. Ham had Jubal unhitch the mules while he set blocks against the sleds. Then they hitched the mules to a loaded wagon, brought the wagon near and slid lumber onto netting.
“Did you check the rope like your father said?” Jubal asked.
“Are you in charge or am I?” Ham asked.
Jubal laughed, shaking his head.
Soon they clattered the last board onto the pile and hitched the mules to a big wooden wheel. To the wheel had been attached the crane-rope, which was threaded to the bronze pulley on the end of the boom. The wheel had been Ham’s idea.
“Shem!”
Thirty cubits up, longhaired Shem poked his head out.
“I’m sending up the lumber.”
Shem waved that he was ready.
Ham slapped the nearest mule and the wheel rattled as it rotated and threaded rope. The boom-pulley squeaked dreadfully, it always needed oiling, and the netting rose around the lumber. The derrick groaned as the load swayed upward, upward, higher and higher.
“Hey!” Ham shouted. “Don’t stand under it, you fool.”
As he watched the load, Jubal had drifted underneath the netting.
The rope creaked, stretching, and it snapped.
“Look out!” Ham shouted.
Jubal paled and tried to scramble out of the way. Then heavy gopher-wood planks crashed upon him.
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Shem shimmied down the scaffolding. Japheth sprinted out the smithy, and Noah ran so hard his tunic flapped around his knees. They threw off boards, to find Jubal mangled and dead.
Noah picked up a frayed end of rope.
The glance his father gave him twisted Ham’s guts. But instead of yelling at what kind of imbecile he had for a son, Noah embraced him. No, no, no, Ham wanted to howl. Shout at me! Lecture me! Tell me you told me to check the rope!
They wrapped the body in a blanket, laid it in a wagon and drove it to the clan compound.
Jubal’s mother angrily asked what had happened.
With tears in his eyes, Ham tried to explain.
“It was an accident,” Noah said. “A terrible accident. I should have been there to supervise.”
Ham stared at his father.
“Ham shouted a warning,” Noah explained, “but it was too late.”
“Too late!” shouted Jubal’s mother. “Didn’t you tell them this could happen?”
Noah dropped his gaze as his oldest sister upbraided him about the stupidity of building the crazy Ark. That it was one thing to throw away your wealth and wreck your family, but another to kill your nephews.
The life drained out of Ham.
Later, he couldn’t remember when—they had been back at the Keep, he remembered that—his father asked, “Did you check the rope?”
Ham shook his head.
The lines furrowed in Noah’s forehead, the ones that meant he pondered or wished to speak but refrained from doing so.
Ham said he was tired, went to his room, gathered a few things and crawled out the window and over the palisade wall. He tried to outrun his guilt, blundering through cultivated fields. Leagues later, he crashed through a forest far from Noah’s Keep. Hours afterward, exhausted, he threw himself onto rotting ferns and wished that he were dead.
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Ham woke soaked to the skin and in eerie darkness. A dense fog hung around the massive, mossy tree trunks were he lay and an intense fear squeezed his belly. Then he heard it. It was a heavy thing splintering tree-limbs. The ground trembled.
He jumped against the nearest trunk, hoary with vines and moss and rotted bark. It too vibrated. From his belt, he snatched his hatchet.
Behemoth!
Ham ran a sleeve across his forehead even as another unseen branch cracked, crashing against trees. His hatchet… It was futility to fight a behemoth with it. So he grabbed his bag and fled into the darkness, wet leaves slapping his face.
Later, he put his hands on his knees and panted, sweat dripping from him. The sounds of the behemoth had vanished. So after he gained his breath he continued to trek along a game trail, trudging past towering trees.
The fog thinned and it grew light. The ancient trees, some with huge and leafy fronds said to be from the time of Adam, made this a shadowy place, full of mystery and dread. Occasionally he heard deep-throated roars or demented monkey screaming. He avoided everything, including grunting, feeding herbivores such as the great sloth. What he needed was a spear. Against a sabertooth, dire wolf or charging thag his puny hatchet was a toy.
Ham began feeling guilty for not saying goodbye, not telling his parents where he was going. And just where was he going?
Eden, he decided, to see the flaming sword.
He didn’t have much food. Fortunately, silver jingled in his belt pouch. Maybe he would go east to Arad first. But that’s where Jubal had wanted to go. He frowned. What about heading south?
South was the ancient land of Nod, founded by Cain, the firstborn son of Adam. There Cain had long ago trained his descendants in the wicked art of murder. That sounded like his sort of country, for wasn’t he a murderer? He hadn’t plotted his cousin’s death, but he was the killer.
Nod’s capital city of Uruk, also founded by Cain, boasted the largest population on Earth. It was said that on Uruk’s vast, leagues-long walls two chariots could race abreast. Teeming hordes lived there, practicing many different occupations. There were silversmiths, masons, jewelers, slavers, leatherworkers, armorers, penny-pinching usurers or moneylenders, necromancers practicing their forbidden arts, squeaky-voiced astrologers, bakers, soldiers, harlots and butchers who shamelessly served blood-dripping meats to the hardest-hearted.
In Eden, Jehovah had given man the right to eat plants and their seeds and the fruits that hung from trees. Jehovah had not given man leave to eat meat. In Uruk could be found every vice. There too had been built mighty monuments, proud achievements fashioned by the hand of man. No feat, no vainglory was considered too daring that a man of Uruk wouldn’t attempt it. Ham had even heard it said that Nephilim mingled with the city dwellers.
But Ham didn’t think it would be wise to head south, at least not south into the land of Nod. Caravan masters like Kedorlaomer traveled to such places. While it might be interesting to meet the girl with the leather quirt again, he didn’t want to see the old nomad or his grandsons anytime soon, especially not while alone.
Alone. The grimness of it weighed upon Ham. He flexed his biceps and knew himself a match for most men. He was the biggest and most muscular of Noah’s sons. Yet… He swallowed. In the wilds anything might happen. So he found a long straight branch, chopped off the twigs and with his hatchet fashioned a point. He hefted it, his crude spear.
After a long, sweaty march, the ground grew soggy and the trees no longer towered so tall and proud. Dark pools gathered in places and cypress was the largest tree, twisted roots tripping him more than once. He neared a river, the Sacar, and this place was the beginning of a swamp, a low area where a small, clannish folk lived, wary of strangers and odd of habit.
Ham paused, sniffing the air, deciding to skirt the swamp. The folk here used small bows, their arrows smeared with viper poison, and they dropped vine nooses like wires onto the unwary to sell them later to passing slavers.
In time he came to a great field of reeds, pushing aside the tall stalks over twice his height, hoping no crocodiles lay in hiding. He scanned the sky. The tree line resumed only a short distance away.
These reeds were a special sort. It was why he knew about the small folk. They traded with his father, the product of these reeds having made them famous all out of proportion to their crude ways. The plant’s long, woody root was often fashioned into small tools or dried and used as fuel. The stem, the rough stalks, had a variety of uses. The small folk constructed sleek reed boats from these plants and mats, cords and strange fibrous clothing. The inside, the reed pith, as it was called, was edible raw or cooked, and along with the forest’s many fruits made up the bulk of the small folk’s diet. Yet the most interesting product from these towering, rough-skinned reeds was papyrus.
Once, as a lad, he had joined his father and watched the small folk make their mysterious substance. With special knives, they had sliced the stems into narrow strips. The best strips came from the center of the plant, the worst from near the rind. They lay these strips down in a row and then laid another row over them horizontally. Soaked underwater, the strips released a glue-like substance, melding, binding them together into a thin sheeted mass. Later, taken out and hammered with wooden mallets, the sheets were smoothed and polished with mollusk shells or deer or elk horn. Twenty such sheets were attached one to the other, to make a roll or volume. Easy to store and durable, these volumes became the world’s most favored writing material. The ink of cuttlefish or octopus was used to inscribe on the papyrus.
Breaking through the reeds, breathing more easily again now that he could see where he was going, Ham trekked a short distance before pushing through thick bushes and stumbling upon the Sacar River.
The mossy bank seemed inviting. He scanned the area, looking for reed boats, crocodiles or other dangerous beasts. The river flowed slowly, and it was as wide as he could heave the spear. The opposite shore was steeper, reeds at the base and then a wall of leafy trees shielding the rest of the forest.
No truly dangerous fish swam this river, and he was hot and his skin itched. So Ham shed his buff coat, tunic, boots and breeches and waded into the water, drinking deeply and then scooping sand to scratch the dirt and filth off his skin. He plunged underwater and surfaced, throwing back his shaggy hair.
He kept the hatchet on his person and the spear nearby, and he stayed alert. He was so alert to his own shore that he didn’t hear the breaking twigs and singing from the other side until it was too late.
Singing?
A woman’s voice wafted from the far bank. Ham ducked lower so only his head showed, and he waded behind a mossy rock.
An amazing sight greeted him. A raven-haired beauty stepped out of the forest, shed her dress and dove off the bank. She surfaced, laughing, throwing back her wet tresses. Soon she waded to shore and took some soap where her scarlet dress was draped on reeds. While humming she bathed.
Transfixed, hidden behind his rock on the other side, Ham stared in stupefaction. She had green eyes and such a beautiful laughing mouth and… He didn’t know how long he watched, but soon a wave of longing came over him. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and bit by bit it came to him this was the woman he wanted for his wife.
Unsteady, dry-mouthed… If she knew he’d been spying… His heart pounded as he rose and cupped his hands. “Hello.”
She spun around, her eyes wide. But she had marvelous poise. Her gaze darted along his bank before it centered on him. “Who are you?”
“I’m Ham. I mean you no harm.”
It should have shocked him that she didn’t clamber out of the river, grab her clothes and run. She had stood brazenly and called to him. It was different for him. He’d kept on a loincloth, with the hatchet thrust through his belt. Besides, from the waist down water covered him. Not like her.
All thoughts of Jubal and his guilt had vanished. He’d never seen such a desirable woman.
“Have you been watching me?” she asked.
“I-I was taking a swim. You startled me. So I hid behind a rock.”
“You’ve been there the whole time?” she asked.
“Uh, no, well, yes, maybe.” He flushed crimson.
She laughed; it was such a musical sound, so pure and rich.
“What’s your name?” he shouted.
“Naamah. Why don’t you swim over here so we don’t have to shout at each other.”
His heart beat wildly. “Um, shouldn’t you put on your dress first?”
“If you swim over I will.”
He plunged in and swam across. She waded to the bank and plucked her dress off the reeds, slipping it on, although she stayed standing in the water, turning to smile as he swam up.
He studied her. Long dark hair, green eyes. There was a certain hardness in her eyes, but somehow he found that made her even more appealing. She had a wide, laughing smile, and a mocking way of twisting her lips.
His feet touched bottom. He waded as her eyes swept over his torso.
“Swarthy and handsome, and young, too,” she said.
His throat constricted. All he could think was that he wanted to possess this beauty.
“Are you too shy to speak?” she asked.
“No.”
“Oh, very good. You can do more than just stare at me.”
He blushed crimson once more.
“You really shouldn’t sneak up on girls,” she said. “That isn’t nice.”
“I already told you that I didn’t sneak up on you.”
“You didn’t hide behind your rock and watch me, knowing that no one else was around?”
His face seemed to burn even more scarlet.
She laughed again and clapped her hands. It was the most beautiful laugh he had ever heard.
“Come closer,” she said. “Let me feel those muscles.”
He waded toward her until she reached out and touched his biceps.
“You’re like a tiger.” Her hand moved to his shoulder. “And so broad. Are you a warrior?”
He grabbed her wrist, pulled her near and kissed her.
“Oh, I like impulsive,” she said.
Burning with passion, he kissed her again.
She laughed, pushing away from him, teasing. “Have you come to steal me?”
“Yes.”
Her plucked eyebrows rose in calculation. “How long have you been tracking me?”
“Ever since I’ve seen you.”
“Indeed. How long is that?”
He reached for her. Playfully, she shifted aside.
“So you were lying about being surprised by me?” she asked.
“No. I was telling the truth,” Ham said, wading after her.
Her left eyebrow rose upon seeing the hatchet thrust through his loincloth. “So you are a warrior. But against Ymir you can’t use that.”
“Ymir?” he asked.
“My master.”
“You’re a slave?” he asked, indignant at the idea.
“I belong to Ymir, although I wear no golden collar. He is a mighty warrior.” She slapped Ham’s pectoral. “But perhaps Ymir is not as mighty as you, eh?”
Ham’s mind reeled. What he was getting himself into? Looking at her, at her wet clinging dress… passion consumed him.
“Brave warrior.” She came into his arms.
“I will make you my wife,” he said shortly.
“After you’ve defeated Ymir?” she asked.
“Forget Ymir. Flee your wicked master and come with me.”
“Where would we go?”
That brought Ham up short. Where indeed, back to the Ark? What would his father say to Naamah? What would Naamah say about the Ark?
“Unfortunately,” Naamah said, “as much as I want to go with you, I can’t simply leave Ymir.”
“Why not?”
“Are you afraid of him?”
“No!”
“Ymir is a strong warrior,” she said.
“I too am strong.”
“Yes,” she said, “you are strong.”
“I am stronger than Ymir.”
“No, Ham, you’re not that strong.”
Ham laughed, knowing himself to be stronger than most men.
“Ymir is a giant,” she said.
“What?”
“But surely you knew that. After all, isn’t that why you’ve come? To make a name for yourself.”
Ham drew back, peering into her strange eyes.
“Ymir is Nephilim,” she said. “His father is one of the bene elohim.”
Cold fear stabbed through Ham.
“Don’t tell me you didn’t know.”
He licked his lips.
“Oh, Ham,” she said, touching his cheek. “You mean you really stumbled upon me?”
He nodded.
“O you poor little darling,” she said, with more than a touch of mockery. “Ymir will crush you.”
He swallowed painfully. “Don’t you want to run away with me?”
“You are very handsome.”
A wave of relief warmed him.
“Yet I don’t think you’re as powerful as Ymir,” she said.
“But… You don’t understand,” he said, desperate.
“What don’t I understand, my darling?”
“This… It’s all doomed.”
“Ymir?”
“No,” he said, “the world. But if you marry me you’ll live.”
She giggled. “Ham! That’s silly. You sound like that fool Kedorlaomer spoke about this morning.”
His eyes widened. “Kedorlaomer?”
“He is my master’s servant. Ymir sent him ahead to spy out the Ark.” She lowered her voice. “It is a massive ship, built by a madman for his god. Perhaps you’ve seen this ship?”
Did she mock him?
“Ham,” she said, touching his cheek again. “You’ve grown pale.”
He grabbed her wrist. “Listen to me, Naamah, I speak the truth when I say everything is doomed. I-I love you, and I would never lie to you.”
“Love?” she asked, a sneer twisting her lips. “Ah, Ham, if you only realized how many times men have told me they loved me. Yet every time they looked upon Ymir, they grew afraid and either ran away or my master killed them. Why would you be any different, my darling?”
Her words shocked him, and he wasn’t certain what to say or think.
Then a crashing sound came from her side of the forest, and the sounds of armor clanking against a shield.
“Naamah!”
Ham stepped back.
“Naamah, where are you?”
“I’m here, my lord.” To Ham she said, “It’s too soon for you to face Ymir. And you haven’t even tasted your reward yet, not truly. Swim, my darling, and meet me again tonight.”
He stared at her.
“Ymir is jealous about who looks upon me.” She eyed him critically. “He wears armor, my darling, and you just have your toy axe. Sneak away while there is yet time. I won’t tell him about you if you promise to sneak back to me later.”
“What?”
“Oh, I like you, Ham, and I want to play with you for awhile. Ymir… I grow bored of him, if you must know the truth. But you…” Her eyes roved over him, making him feel like a cow at auction. “I think we could have fun together.”
The sound of clinking armor and the tread of the approaching giant reminded Ham of the behemoth this morning. Naamah came to him, kissed him fiercely and then pushed him toward the far shore, his shore. He turned, dove and swam hard, faster the further he went from her. He panted by the time he made it to his riverbank, scrambling, grabbing his clothes, bag and spear, diving into the thick undergrowth.
“There you are.”
Ham peeked from behind a bush. Ymir was unbelievably huge. He towered almost twice the height of a man and wore bronze links that reflected the sunlight so brightly it hurt. Silver hair draped to his shoulders and strange eyes, intense, intelligent, alien in an indefinable way, gave the giant a sinister, dangerous air. It was as if a leopard should rise onto its hind legs and walk and act and talk like a man. Ymir seemed unnatural, inhuman or superhuman.
Fortunately there was a river between them. From upon the far bank the giant studied Naamah.
“Will you help me up, my lord?” she asked, reaching a slender arm toward him. The giant hesitated, and then he reached down and easily lifted her from the river. He dwarfed her, and he cupped her tiny chin between his fingers. His mouth moved, but he spoke too softly for Ham to hear.
She shook her head.
The giant spoke again.
“Oh no, milord,” she said, loud enough for Ham to hear. “I would never lie to you.”
Ymir’s strange eyes narrowed as he scanned the far bank. Ham froze in terror. The giant spoke more loudly than before. It was an eerie voice, with an edge, a sardonic mockery, power. “It matters not. Noah interests me. Kedorlaomer assures me this one will not disappoint like the others.”
“Yes, I think you’re right, milord,” Naamah said.
The giant peered at Naamah. Then he put a huge hand behind her back, propelling her into the forest and out of sight.
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Ham guzzled water so it spilled out the side of his mouth and down his sweaty tunic.
“Slow down,” Methuselah said.
Ham gasped and began drinking again. He had run practically the entire way to the clan compound.
Methuselah young wife stood behind the patriarch, frowning, twining her fingers. They had locked the door and guided Ham by the elbow to Methuselah’s den.
Candlelight flickered off richly furnished chairs, cabinets and tables, all carefully carved and chiseled throughout Methuselah’s nine hundred-plus years. He was a master craftsman. A rug of exquisite workmanship carpeted the floor and priceless paintings hung on the walls. There were vases filled with flowers, golden bowls and silver chalices inlaid with gems. Here Methuselah often chatted with important guests.
Methuselah fairly reeked of riches and more than one of his grandchildren had codified his profound and pithy sayings and animal fables. He too loved Jehovah, believed as Noah did.
Methuselah also loved his position and that many looked up to him. He did encourage the young men to work for Noah. And if asked privately he would tell you that Jehovah planned on destroying the world through flood. Unfortunately, he disliked people laughing at him. Mockery grated on his sensibilities. He had explained to Noah that he helped him better from a position of power, that this way he kept his children from their worst depredations.
Noah had once confided to Ham, Shem and Japheth that Methuselah’s father had prophesied that “it would come when Methuselah died.” The “it” was the flood. Noah said he found it interesting that Methuselah had now outlived any man in history. It was proof indeed of Jehovah’s longsuffering.
“Here,” Methuselah said.
Ham wiped his chin with a towel.
Methuselah frowned as he set aside the jug. “You can’t stay long. The others want to beat you, now that they know you never checked the rope.”
“I appreciate your help, Great-Grandfather.”
Methuselah glanced at his wife. He was a good-looking man at over nine hundred and sixty. He had a long, lean, leathery face, although not as wrinkled as some. His beard was still mostly dark and his blue eyes were clear and serene.”
“I saw a giant! He is called Ymir.” Ham said.
“Your mother told us you ran away,” Methuselah said.
Ham lowered his gaze.
“Hmm.” Methuselah glanced at his wife. She picked up the water jug and retreated from the room. Methuselah brooded, finally patting Ham on the knee. “Go home. Finish the Ark and survive the coming deluge.”
“What?” Ham said. “You believe Jehovah will destroy the world?”
“Of course,” Methuselah said.
“So why don’t you speak out more?”
Methuselah drew a deep breath, held it and shook his head. “Why come here, Ham? You must have known it was risky after allowing Jubal to be killed.”
“I saw a giant.”
“Everyone does now and again.”
“This one is going to the Ark.”
“Hmm. Yes, unusual. Their kind…” Methuselah fixed his gaze on Ham. “How did you come to learn a giant’s plans?”
Ham gushed out his tale, as if by the first word the rest spilled out in a torrent. He lingered on Naamah and that he had to win her.
“The giant is obviously of the Nephilim,” Methuselah said. “Do you understand what that means?”
“That one of the bene elohim is his father?”
Methuselah rose abruptly and began to pace. He opened a cabinet and poured from a crystal pitcher.
“Wine?” asked the ancient patriarch.
Ham shook his head.
Methuselah peered at the goblet, sipped from it and then resumed his seat. “You’ve heard the story of Adam and Eve and how Satan tricked them into sinning.”
Everyone in the family knew the tale. In the Garden of Eden Satan had tempted Eve with the fruit from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. When Jehovah had first placed Adam in the garden He had told Adam that he could eat of all the fruit but from that single tree. Yet Eve had heeded the tempter’s half-truths and eaten the fruit, and she had taken some to Adam and he did also eat. They chose to disobey Jehovah, and they gained the knowledge of good and evil. The price was sin that leads to death, and each then received a particular curse—the devil, the man and the woman. Humanity was driven from Eden lest any eat from the Tree of Life and live forever in the wretched state of sin.
“Satan won that day,” Methuselah said, “but he lost, too.”
“Do you mean the curse?” Ham asked.
“Yes, Jehovah cursed Satan.” Methuselah quoted: “Cursed are you above all the livestock and all the wild animals! You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life. And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head and you will strike his heel.”
Methuselah sipped wine. “Satan entered the world’s first snake, using it as a disguise. It was said to be the most beautiful creature in the garden. Today snakes crawl on their bellies, eating dust all the days of their life. Thus, the first part of the curse has been fulfilled. Yet Jehovah seldom does all at one stroke. So we have the second part. Enmity to begin with and a final crushing of Satan’s head. We know that Satan shall hurt the One we have come to call the Redeemer—shall strike His heel. For this One, this son of woman will restore all that Adam lost us in the garden.”
“That’s why Satan tempted Cain to kill his brother Abel,” Ham said.
Methuselah nodded. “So we believe. For when would this Redeemer come? Eve thought her firstborn son might be him. Apparently so did Satan. And perhaps the evil one thought he had won at one stroke, disqualifying Cain and causing Abel’s death. We know now that it wasn’t so. That Satan hadn’t nullified the curse. Jehovah moves unruffled as He unveils His master plan piece by subtle piece.”
Methuselah studied a painting. “Now the question is: What is Satan?”
“An angel?”
“True. Jehovah created the angels and they reside with Him in heaven. They are mighty beings, and they have powers we cannot begin to understand. Imagine, serving Jehovah in heaven, dwelling with Him in sinless perfection. Jehovah set the angels in spiritual realms and there they must stay. Yet…Satan rebelled. It is said a third of the angels rebelled with him. So he and his host were cast out of heaven. Now they are the princes and powers of the air, our secret enemies, only held in check by Jehovah Himself. But they were not satisfied with causing humanity to lose paradise. No! Satan hates Jehovah. He defies Him. Satan will thwart the Creator if he can.”
“Do you mean thwart the curse?” Ham asked.
“If he is to survive, Satan must somehow derail the curse. Consider: ‘He will crush your head.’ The ‘He’ is the Redeemer. ‘Crush your head,’ means defeat or perhaps death of some sort. But if Satan can nullify the curse then his head will not be crushed and he will survive.”
“How could he do that?” Ham asked.
A terrible smile stretched Methuselah’s lips. “Satan is cunning. He knows how to use lust and pride to accomplish his goals. My father Enoch… my father saw with his prophetic sight.”
Methuselah picked up his goblet, swirling the wine. With a flick of his wrist, he gulped the contents. “Sons of Jehovah are a name for those the Creator made directly. You and I, Ham, are born. The angels are sons of Jehovah, good and bad they are bene elohim, because Jehovah made each. Satan the deceiver pointed out to some of his brethren the beauty of mortal women. Oh, their fine, long hair, their pleasing shapes and to intimately know them… Certain apostate bene elohim, from the realm above, watched these women and burned with lust for them. As the generations of men become more wicked, they, too, sought for hidden things. Then a sinful, evil act took place, communication between—the bene elohim are now demons, Ham, evil, unclean spirits. They are demons doomed for hell. And certain of them, led by a fiendish prince named Azel, left their realm and possessed the bodies of men. They lay with any woman they chose, beautiful, wicked women hardened to evil and given over to a reprobate mind. The children, dreadful children, the giants, are fell warriors who excel in butchery and mastery over others. They are able to commune with demons easily and naturally. This is what the giants are.”
Methuselah paused. “Yet what was Satan’s goal in this perversion of the angelic and mortal realms? Can you guess?”
Ham shook his head.
“Satan is cunning and crafty. He would nullify the curse if he could, but preferably without directly risking himself. What if he could pervert the entire human race? What if he could produce a race of monsters? Could a holy one, the Redeemer, come from such a people? No! Never! So the evil one’s goal is to corrupt the entire world. That is why the bene elohim mate with women and why giants, the Nephilim, stalk the Earth. That is why you must beware this beautiful woman.”
“Why?”
“If she consorts with giants, is a giant’s woman, then she must be wicked, have been hardened into a reprobate.”
“No!” cried Ham. “She… she’s beautiful!”
Methuselah drummed his fingers on the table. “A hen found some serpent’s eggs, which she hatched by sitting on and keeping them warm. A swallow that watched her said: ‘You fool, why do you rear creatures that, once they grow up, will make you the first victim of their evil doing?’“
“The woman I found is at least as old as me,” Ham said. “I have no intention of rearing her.”
Methuselah shook his head. “The point is that the kindest treatment cannot change a savage nature. If you’re not careful, this woman will lead you to your death.”
Ham sat transfixed. “But… what about Noah and the Ark?”
“Jehovah will protect it.”
Ham slapped the table. “That’s easy for you to say. What about us who have to face the giant?”
Methuselah looked troubled.
“Let me talk to the others outside,” Ham said. “Let me convince them to come to our aid. After all, even though they’re angry we’re still related.”
“They’re enraged with you, now that they know you refused to check the rope. Some are saying you should be hanged because of it.”
Ham rubbed his throat. He felt awful for causing Jubal’s death, but he didn’t think he deserved to hang. Or at least he did not want to. “What should I do?”
“I’ll help you slip outside unseen,” Methuselah said. “Then you must run to Noah and warn him.”
“We’ll still need help against Ymir.”
“I’ll see what I can do. But I can promise nothing.”
“But you’re the patriarch. The others have to listen to you.”
“If you haven’t noticed by now, Ham, most people only do what they want to. Disobedience to parents and authority has become rampant.”
“Then Noah and the Ark are doomed,” Ham said.
“If you think that, you don’t know your father.”
That was just it. Ham wasn’t thinking about Noah. He wanted Naamah for a wife. And he had no idea how he could slay the Nephilim in order to get her.
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From the Methuselah Clan Compound to Noah’s Keep rolling hills and wide swaths of oats, millet and barley fields sloped gently, imperceptibly toward the south. A long way north and out of sight, a chain of low mountains cut the rich plain from the great northern cities. Forests rimmed the horizon to the east, while south and far from view meandered the slow Sacar River. It was the same river where Ham had met Naamah, although by then the river already angled southeast.
As Ham trudged along the red brick road, he passed countless stone and wooden fences separating fields. His father owned everything in sight. Some of the enclosures were pastures where sheep grazed. In others, cattle lowed or donkeys brayed. Orchards also dotted the landscape, apple, pear, apricot and plum. Soon the Ark and then the Keep with its wooden palisade and bronze-hinged gate crept onto the horizon and then dominated the view.
Ham’s stomach churned as he approached the gate. Although the walls had been built from thick trees, they lacked the sheer power and strength of the Methuselah Clan Compound’s walls, which had been raised long ago out of blocks of stone. Fewer people lived here than there, with fewer armed men.
Were they enough to stop a giant?
Noah and Japheth had trained huge shaggy hounds to help make up for the lack of armed guards. One of those now poked its snout through the open gate and barked at Ham.
It surprised Ham the gate was open, if only barely. He hadn’t noticed until now. He scanned the top of the wall, where the set-in trees had their tops lopped into crude points. Parapets had been built—walkways for guards.
Why didn’t anyone patrol them?
Two new hounds followed the first. Stiff-legged, with raised hackles and bared fangs they challenged him, a formidable trio. Ham whistled, calling the dogs by name. The big brutes rushed him, wagging their tails, pressing their blunt heads against his legs. As he petted them, Ham continued to study the wall. The commotion should have alerted those on watch. Frowning, ordering the hounds to heel, he picked up a rock and slipped through the gate.
Milk cows lowed from one of the barns, there were three such, long, low-built sheds. Sheep bleated from pens, sounding hungry and eager to pasture. He clutched his rock, and the hounds, perhaps sensing his mood, became alert, poised.
Why did no one scurry about doing chores? Why was the yard empty?
The house, a two-story fortress with a foundation of stone and dark, gopher-wood walls, dominated the inner area. Smoke curled from the chimney and everything looked peaceful.
The front door opened. His mother stepped onto the porch. She wore a shawl and apron, wiping her hands. Her iron-colored eyes widened. “Ham!” In six long strides, she crushed him in a hug. Behind followed little Rahab, an undersized orphan girl of fourteen. As usual, Rahab only darted a glance at him and then looked down at her feet.
“Where have you been?” Gaea asked.
Ham mumbled a lame excuse as she led him into the house. Rahab smiled shyly and said she was glad he was safe. When he smiled tiredly at that she blushed and refused to look up again.
They sat at the kitchen table, his mother fussing over him, asking if he was hungry, setting buttered bread before him. She turned to Rahab. “Run, child, tell Noah Ham is back. Take two of the hounds and a torch.”
Hiking up her skirt, Rahab hurried from the kitchen.
Gaea’s mouth straightened and she put a firm hand on Ham. He wilted under her scrutiny.
“Your father, brothers and all the farmhands are scouring the countryside for you.”
Ham blurted out the story of Ymir. Faster than Methuselah had, his mother wanted to know how he had possibly become privy to a giant’s plans. He told her about Naamah.
“I see,” she said, looking more knowledgeable than he liked.
So he shut his mouth, soon mumbling that it had been a trying day and that he was weary.
She eyed him before nodding. “We’ll talk about this later. Go. Get some sleep.”
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Rahab ran lithely through the fields. She held a torch, which crackled and danced on the ball of hardened resin. Beside her loped two brutish hounds. She kept her eyes peeled in the darkness. It seemed she had been running her entire life.
With one nut-brown hand she held up her skirt, to keep her thin legs free. She panted and shouted Noah’s name. Oh where could he be? She looked around with dread. The night was a terrible place.
Run, Rahab, run. She hated the dark. She feared running. Lions, dire wolves and impossibly fast orns reacted to fleeing prey. They bayed at your heels. They screeched moments before leaping onto your back and bearing you to the ground. She had never told anyone the truth, why she was an orphan. All that the household of Noah knew was that one day she had appeared before the Keep, wary, dirty-faced and starving, a ten-year-old wanderer. Gaea had fed her and insisted she stay. Rahab hadn’t intended staying.
Oh no.
Never stay long in one place had become her creed. Friendliness, she had learned, only hid lurking, wretched passions, terrible crimes foisted upon the weak. Her father had been a brutal man, made worse by drink. He had beaten her, beaten her mother and he had beaten the in-laws where he lived. One night father had roared most foully, kicking open the door, staggering in with the stench of wine. For no apparent reason he had begun to pummel his wife, Rahab’s poor mother. Her mother’s father had rushed in, shouting, wielding a cudgel.
Even as Rahab ran through a wheat field, with Noah’s hounds beside her, she shivered at the awful memory.
Her drunken father had laughed, exposing horse-sized teeth. He had snatched the cudgel out of her grandfather’s palsied grip and in three swift blows had ended her grandfather’s life forever. Then he had beaten his wife to death and whirled, turning blazing eyes of wickedness upon her.
Rahab had fled. Rahab had run out the house and with her father on her heels, she had fled the village. Into the night she had raced—a thin eight-year-old with tears streaming down her cheeks. She had joined a caravan later, a wandering band of singers, poets and actors. They had all laughed, joked and seemed as carefree as the birds of the air. What a sham, what a façade that had been.
Evil, lonely, frightened people, the poets, singers and actors had hidden monstrous desires and sick passions. She had witnessed much in the dark, having learned from her father to creep into hiding each night, not to let anyone find her. What she had seen bewildered her and it had at last caused her to flee the night of the raid. Terrible men with swords had fallen upon the caravan. Into the night she had run, lucky enough to have escaped the perversions and the raiders, but unfortunate in that she had no water, food or even a shekel.
Rahab had slunk through the land like a mouse, slithering up fruit trees to eat and darting near streams to lap water like a frightened deer. Months passed. A frail girl to start with, she had become gaunt. Until one day, she had risen from the grasses and walked to Noah’s wooden Keep. Her stomach had been sucked against her spine. She had been dizzy, disoriented and sick of it all. Too many nights she had seen lions feasting upon the unlucky. Shrieking hyenas nearly paralyzed her.
Get up, go there, eat, drink, rest and then escape later.
Only Gaea and Noah, Japheth and Europa, Shem and Ruth and… Ham… Rahab had never met people like them. Others talked about the gods. These people followed a good god.
Some nights Rahab cried herself to sleep, unable to believe such generosity.
“Noah!” she shouted, running through the fields, remembering all too easily other nights, ones without protecting hounds loping beside her. She had surprised herself this evening, finally speaking directly with Ham.
He had smiled at her.
Rahab swallowed in a constricted throat. She didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize herself amongst them. If they really knew what kind of person she was, what her background had been like… they would shove her out the gate in disgust. But Ham… He was incredibly strong and handsome. She knew he was moody, that sometimes he acted impulsively. Yet there was something about him, something she could relate too. Only… her tongue twisted whenever he glanced at her. She was a fool to think a strong man like Ham, a son of righteous Noah, could ever look at her with anything approaching…
Rahab shook her head. No, she wouldn’t even think it, even as she knew that a wise woman found herself a strong man. In some manner, she had to make Ham notice her, even if she was unworthy of him.
One of the hounds barked. Rahab looked up in alarm. Torches bobbed in the distance. She ran toward the light. It had to be Noah. She hoped it was Noah. What if it wasn’t?
It took only a moment’s thought. She thrust the torch into the dirt, killing it. Then she slowed, peering intently. There was no sense taking chances.
A while later she heaved a sigh of relief.
“Noah,” she shouted.
The big man with the long white beard looked up, squinting into the darkness. Rahab ran into the torchlight and breathlessly gave him her message.
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Ham was startled out of sleep as his door banged open. In strode his father with a chair. Noah sat down while scratching his beard.
“I shouldn’t have left,” Ham said, sitting up. “I’m… I’m sorry.”
Noah starting speaking about obedience, how Jehovah blessed it and brought misery to those who rebelled. Then he spoke about the end of the world. Now wasn’t the time to lose faith. Soon the Ark would be finished and those who trusted Jehovah would be saved. Everyone else would perish.
Ham apologized again and gave his father an edited version of Ymir, Naamah and their link with Kedorlaomer. “They’re coming to kill us, Father!”
Noah pursed his lips, with his eyes taking on a faraway, dreamy look. He patted Ham on the shoulder. “You leave the giant to me, son. Your task will be to work hard on the Ark for the next seven years.”
Ham swallowed a lump from his throat. “Don’t you think I’ll need a wife?”
Noah smiled. “Of course.”
Ham lifted his eyebrows.
“Jehovah will provide,” his father said, rising, picking up the chair and leaving.
Ham wondered if that was true. Then a wave of exhaustion swept over him. He lay back and drifted to sleep, dreaming about Naamah.
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Noah and Japheth left the next day on a tour for allies. Gaea ordered the gate barred and doubled the patrols on the walls. Europa’s sister arrived a day later and seemed dismayed when told the reason for all the militant activity.
Ham escorted her around the Keep—Europa insisted and Gaea was unable to send him away with Rahab to the clan compound. The folk there grumbled against Ham, now that they knew the consequences of his laziness concerning ropes, cranes and Jubal’s death. Gaea’s suspicion concerning Ham and this river naiad were confirmed when Europa complained about his disinterest, his almost surly treatment of her sister.
“He broods,” Europa said.
They spoke on the veranda, Gaea snipping, pruning vines wound heavy around the posts supporting the porch’s wooden roof. She dropped the cuttings into a pot. Rahab, she noticed, out of the corner of her eye, swung a broom nearby, pretending not to eavesdrop on their conversation.
Europa fanned herself, shooing flies, her gaze darting occasionally to the field hands on the parapets. Her sister slept within, while Ham led men in a sweep through the pastures, checking livestock. Europa had taken to wearing a dagger with a silver handle, matching her white dress and the white netting that bound her hair. She had related earlier stories about her father’s demise, how several of her brothers had cut their way to freedom, saving her at the cost to two of them. Because they had been armed at the time of the invasion they had staved off certain tragedy for her, the reason for her dagger today. It made her seem even more like an amazon, a queen of warrior women.
Gaea dropped another cutting, sifting around the post, searching the thick vine, her pruning sheers in her left hand.
“I understand his remorse,” Europa said, concerning Ham. “Yet…”
Gaea paused, glancing at her daughter-in-law.
“He made some strange remarks to my sister.”
“Oh?” Gaea asked.
Europa’s fan flicked faster. “She spoke to him of the future—I think your warning concerning the world’s fate penetrated my sister’s normal absorption with matrimony. It’s so hard to make any of my sisters or brothers understand their peril.”
Gaea understood that Europa also found it difficult to believe that doom indescribable awaited them. Yet because she was Japheth’s wife and the daughter-in-law of ‘mad’ Noah, she felt honor-bound to uphold the family commitment.
“What did Ham say?” Gaea asked.
“My sister made a few oblique comments concerning…well, marriage.”
“Ah,” Gaea said. She marveled how obedient each of her siblings was to Europa. Gaea knew that each time before Europa had coached her sisters on how to ‘approach’ Ham, how to hint and dally and try to captivate him.
“‘His eyes lit like fire,’ my sister said. And he asked her for advice.”
“What kind of advice?” Gaea asked.
“How to keep your heart from exploding. How to wait for the right opportunity when all you want to do is grab a sword and win your wife through force of arms.”
Gaea noticed that Rahab had stopped sweeping. That the small dear bit her lower lip and eased nearer.
“Perhaps he jested with your sister,” Gaea said.
Europa folded her fan, with her beautiful features filled with thoughtful musing. “My sister is astute for one so young. She said he spoke from passion, from an inner heat.” The fan snapped out again as Europa swished at a fly. “Now, Mother, you know that I never stick my nose into other people’s affairs.”
Gaea raised her eyebrows.
“But I think something peculiar has occurred to Ham. He has taken some flight of fancy, some strange fixation on a woman he barely knows, that he met when he ran away.” 
“I think you’re right,” Gaea said.
“Perhaps you should have a word with him,” Europa said. “Here is a golden opportunity for a fine young woman and he misses it because of a passing flirtation.”
“Do you think your sister is the right woman for him?”
“Who else?” Europa asked.
A look Gaea hadn’t seen before crossed little Rahab’s face. It caught her eye, caused her to glance at the young girl. It wasn’t stubbornness, although it might have been related to it. Perhaps it was resolve, or a decision to attempt something no matter the odds or the opposition. It so surprised Gaea that she stared, bemused, glad to see something in Rahab other than mere fright.
Europa turned. The fan stilled. She frowned. Understanding narrowed her blue eyes. She glanced sharply at Gaea.
Gaea blinked, and she smiled, insincerely, she was certain.
Europa turned to regard Rahab again, who now swept vigorously, with surer strokes than earlier.
“Humph,” Europa said, looking most amazon-like, as a warrior-woman about to engage in combat.
The moment passed and the masks went back up. Europa smiled, all sweetness. Rahab swept busily, a maid absorbed with work, and Gaea looked on as a determined matron in charge of a fortress on the eve of destruction.
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Clan Methuselah refused Noah any aid. The clan elders, the sons of Methuselah, voted down their father. One vindictive great-aunt told Noah, “This is the risk you took when you left the compound.” The city officials of Arad said Noah’s Keep was beyond their king’s jurisdiction, unless he wanted to bend the knee and incorporate his extensive holdings into the kingdom. Noah declined. Other nearby clans laughed when Noah laid down his plea. Several said Noah had brought this on himself by his lunacy.
“We’re on our own,” Japheth said on their return.
“No,” Noah said. “I realize now that safety in man is futile. In a moment of weakness, I have sought aid in swords and horses rather than in the living Jehovah. It is time to pray.”
As they waited for Ymir’s appearance, Noah ordered them back to work. They cut logs with axes, planed them into boards, lifted them with the crane and hammered more partitions into the Ark. Each day Ham debated slipping away and finding how close Ymir had come. Did Naamah lie awake at night thinking about him the way he did about her?
Then passing merchants told horrid tales of a fierce Nephilim giant who carved a path of death and destruction through the riverside clans. The giant sailed in a fleet of flat-bottomed barges, docking at various clan wharves and disgorging a strange brew of warriors. They called themselves “the Choosers of the Slain” or “Slayers.” Big men with shaggy pants and hairy, barrel bodies, each wore a thick golden collar to signify that he had sold himself to Ymir, had become the Nephilim’s battle-slave. They fought under the Raven Banner, a black flag said to possess grim, supernatural powers. Before battle, they drained strong draughts of ale or mead and tied thick flaxen cords around their arms and legs. Wild warrior-maidens chanted to them, and a terrible frenzy overcame the Slayers. The men howled like beasts and in the skins of bears or wolves, they fell upon their foes. The frenzy was said to deliver them from wounds, and indeed when sword-cut or spear-stabbed they ignored it. The merchants said more than once a limb had been lopped off and yet the warriors continued fighting. The cleverness of the tightly wound cords then became evident, for with one tightening pull, they stanched the flow of blood so the man didn’t bleed to death. After battle and after the madness had left a warrior, the maidens tended to his wounds and hoped-for recovery.
Fierce, ruthless and proud, the Choosers of the Slain feasted often, usually on joints of pork shared out at a common table according to strict levels of rank, the champions receiving the best cuts. At those times, Ymir also handed out splendid swords, spears and mailcoats or treasures of gold, silver and rubies. Skalds chanted war poems, of past heroes, of glorious victories and last stands.
The Slayers also took great pains in their religion. Champions prayed to Azel for victory or glorious death in battle, to be able to laugh in the face of defeat (if it should ever occur), to shrug it off as nothing. As the god’s son, Ymir ruled supreme among the Slayers. Indeed, he was the originator of them. Ymir led his battle-slaves in swearing terrible oaths, and after victory, they left heaping piles of booty on holy ground or in sacred groves. Often this loot consisted of enemy armor, swords and spears, broken and twisted or burned over a fire, along with shattered or torn clothes, ornaments, metal vessels and other valuables. No man dared steal such treasures. To even tamper with them, to walk through them, brought a horrible death, the penalty for sacrilege.
After a riverside compound had been defeated, the few survivors sometimes found themselves dragged to sinister groves. There the Slayers bound the defeated and hung them in the ancient trees, dangling men, women, children and animals like so much grotesque fruit. Some died by strangulation, others when spears or arrows pierced their bodies. The battle-dead of the compound, the already slain, Ymir piled onto giant pyres and cremated. The smoke, it was said, wafted their souls to his father Azel and aided the Choosers of the Slain for the next campaign.
Together with the Slayers marched allies: Havilah charioteers such as Kedorlaomer, spearmen of Nod, and one who was unspeakable. So terrible was this one that the king of Nod, a grim and wicked ruler, had ordered him far away, never to return on pain of hideous death.
***
Noah dined the merchants, paid for pitch and several barrels of spices and then began his sermon. They begged off, climbed aboard their wagons and trundled west. After what they had seen, the merchants sought distance between themselves and Ymir with his blood-mad slaves
“You were delivered out of great evil,” Shem told Ham the next day, as they hammered the framework for stalls on the second deck of the Ark.
Ham agreed, and was more determined than ever to free Naamah from her awful fate. The remembrance of her lips burned. Oh, to have her touch his cheek again. To see her smile and to have her peer into his eyes. Thoughts of her left him sleepless and stole his appetite. And it almost caused him to embrace Europa’s sister in evenings of passionate abandon, as a diversion, as a way to cool the fires burning in him—or perhaps to give them scope. But he knew his father’s teaching concerning such activity, and his mother watched him much too closely for that, or sent Rahab to spy on him. He had caught her several times watching him. Each time she had looked away and slunk off as one guilty.
After supper, he often practiced javelin throwing, until he hurled the slender darts unerringly into the center of hay-bale targets propped up against the furthest barn. Torches tied to poles gave him illumination as darkness fell.
He drew another javelin from where several were stabbed into the ground, hefting it, studying the target.
“You couldn’t possibly be thinking of challenging Ymir to a duel, could you?”
Ham turned. He was surprised to see Europa with folded arms. She was alone. Sometimes she could be delightful. Usually she tried to maneuver him into matrimony. Her sisters were uniformly bores. Although they were all quite pretty, they spoke endlessly about driving the villains off their father’s stolen kingdom, how they needed a strong man filled with courage and resolve. Each of them had seemed possessed of the singular ability of counting the heads of cattle, flocks of sheep and bushels per acre turned into shekels to hire sell-swords, men willing to bloody their blades for gold. Years of living under Noah’s preaching had taken the edge of that off Europa. She strove to reunite her kin, a worthier goal than simple slaughter and the regaining of her father’s former parcel of land.
“Where’s your sister?” he asked.
“Mm,” Europa said. “I spoke with Methuselah yesterday.”
“Is that right.”
“Methuselah told me what you forgot to mention to mother.”
“Oh?”
“While Japheth says that at work you’re about as engaged as a sleepwalker. My sister says that whenever she mentions water nymphs you get a dreamy look. It made me wonder what you must be thinking about, what concerns you so.”
Ham blew out his cheeks. Europa was the last person he wanted to talk to about Naamah.
Europa inspected the javelins, and she became thoughtful. “As I said: Methuselah dropped an interesting name yesterday—concerning you.”
“Really?”
“The name was Naamah.”
Ham blushed.
“It seems to me that I’ve heard that name before,” Europa said. “So I asked Japheth. Do you know what he said?”
“I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”
“You’ve heard the name of Lamech, I suppose?”
“Do you mean my Grandfather Lamech?”
“No. The other one.”
“What other—Oh.”
“Japheth told me that Cain had a son named Enoch and so on down the generations until Lamech was born to Methushael. This Lamech slew his ancestor Cain and became the most dreaded warrior of his time. And we have all learned that it was during this Lamech’s rein in Nod that men began to consort with the bene elohim.”
Ham grew uneasy.
“This Lamech began the ill practice of having more than one wife. His sons became disreputable warriors and led humanity into countless ill pleasures and pastimes. Worse for you, Ham, this Lamech had a son named Tubal-Cain. And this Lamech also had a beautiful daughter, a captivatingly stunning woman by the name of Naamah.”
Ham shrugged. “All right, you know the name of the woman I met. Yes, her name is Naamah, the same as this Lamech’s evil daughter. But do you know something funny? She didn’t drone on endlessly about old feuds and lost kingdoms. So I actually enjoyed our conversation.”
“Is that supposed to be witty?”
He turned away. He shouldn’t have said that. “I’m sorry,” he said. When she didn’t say anything, he turned to find out why.
“Ham,” she said, as if he hadn’t just been a boor. “I’m worried about you. I’m afraid you’re making a terrible mistake. Yes, my sisters and I can talk too much about our father, about our lost kingdom. It must be boring to others.”
“No, no,” he said. “It was a hard loss. Each of you loved your father. I didn’t mean what I just said.”
“I know,” Europa said. “And I think you truly believe that you’re in love with this Naamah. Thus, you might miss what’s right in front of you. But you should consider who this water nymph really is.”
“Who?”
“Ham. There is one with Ymir who was banished from Nod. This one it is said consorts with Azel, the so-called god of the Choosers of the Slain. I wonder, could her name be Naamah, the daughter of ancient, evil Lamech?”
For a wild instant, Ham was terrified Europa might be right. “No. That can’t be,” he said. “The Naamah I saw was young.”
“Did she tell you her age?”
“S-She was too beautiful to be old.”
“Listen to me, Ham. How does Methuselah look? And don’t you think witches who call upon the bene elohim could find spells that help them keep their youthful beauty? I think the awful truth is that your Naamah is evil, utterly so. I think her beauty has bewitched you. I think that’s why you hold to this vain idea of challenging Ymir.”
“You’re wrong.”
“Let Noah deal with Ymir,” Europa said. “For your own sake forget Naamah. Let my sister help you forget. If you really look, Ham, you’ll see that my sister is a beautiful woman. She’d make any man a good wife.”
He stared at her, wondering if she was right.
“Go,” Europa said, gently taking the javelin out of his hand. “Go and meet my sister by the third barn. I think she’s watching stars, waiting.”
Ham stumbled away, tempted. His Naamah couldn’t be that old witch of legend. It didn’t make sense. Even so, he soon found himself near the third barn.
On the other side waited Europa’s pretty sister. With Ymir was a captive slave named Naamah, a woman he might never see again.
The door to the house opened, and with a lantern small Rahab stepped outside. She whistled, and out of the darkness loped several eager hounds. She set down a bucket of milk, the hounds circling it, lapping.
What would happen to Rahab if Ymir stormed the Keep? Ham smiled wanly. Who would marry her? She didn’t have any sisters like Europa, on the prowl for men to nab. As she petted the nearest hound, Ham wondered what girls like Rahab thought about.
He shrugged, took a step for the other side of the barn, when a watchman on the parapet blew a long, loud note on his horn. The man kept blowing his ram’s horn, at last shouting, “Someone comes!”
 





 
13.
 
A bedraggled, weeping woman by the name of Atalanta sat at Noah’s kitchen table, trembling, hunched over a cup of warmed wine cradled in her shaking fingers. Her dark hair was in disarray, her eyes stark and her clothes torn in places and dirt-smeared. She told a grim tale as candlelight flickered across the table.
She had escaped from the Clan Chemosh Compound, the one where five hundred years earlier Noah had found Gaea. Atalanta was Gaea’s great grandniece, and in her terror had fled here. Not so long ago Noah, in his bid for allies, had spoken with ancient Chemosh. Chemosh like Methuselah had been forced by his children to say no.
With haunted eyes, Atalanta whispered about a terrible catastrophe. It was already past midnight; the family listening intently.
Of course they knew the local geography. Clans in stone-walled compounds dotted the sloping plain between the Northern Mountains and the Southern Sacar River. East through the Forest Road stood the city of Arad, while to the west the plain disappeared into the Mahalalel Marshes. They knew, too, the rumors of Ymir and his attack along river strongholds.
What they didn’t know—but what Atalanta now told—was that the Nephilim had left his barges. In several swift night marches, Ymir had stolen past the southernmost compounds and thrust deeper onto the plain. Then several days ago, he had appeared one dreadful morning before Clan Chemosh Holding. At the crowing of cocks, the folk of Clan Chemosh had awoken to the horror of Ymir and his band camped before the main gate.
The people of Clan Chemosh, as everyone knew, were shrewd farmers and traders, having long ago given up the taxing arts of war. Yet the elders, the oldest sons of Chemosh, had held council and devised a cunning scheme. They had strung long-unused bows and shrugged themselves into dusty armor, and then they lined the stout stone walls in a show of martial array. The gate creaked and out shuffled Patriarch Chemosh, an ancient well over eight hundred years old. The brass gate clanged shut behind him and the bar dropped into place. Alone, carrying a wooden platter in his trembling hands, the robed ancient had approached the giant a furlong off.
Ymir towered over his Slayers. He stood in gleaming links, with a terrible demon mask and an axe in his hands, whose sharpened head could have been a ship’s anchor. As Patriarch Chemosh approached, Ymir stretched out his arm, pointing with his long-handled axe.
A burly Slayer, naked but for a bear cloak and a wolf-skin twisted around his groin, detached from the others and swaggered to intercept the old man. On the warrior’s tattooed chest thumped a silver amulet, stamped in the image of a wicked woman with horns. It was a spirit totem, said to impart courage and contempt of death. The Slayer, the big man, carried a spear, was bearded and had intense eyes.
“Halt, old man,” the Slayer said.
“I bring salt and bread,” old Chemosh said. The stone cup of salt rattled against the shaking platter and the round loaf of bread seemed alive the way it jumped and skittered. “Please, let me approach Ymir and offer them in peace.”
“I am the Spellbinder, he who speaks for Ymir. And Ymir says—” the Slayer touched the platter with his spear-tip, and with a twist knocked it from the old man’s grasp.
“Mercy, great Ymir!” Chemosh cried. The old dotard dropped to his knees, fumbling with the fallen cup of salt, putting it back onto the wooden plate, then letting go of it and stretching out his arms toward Ymir in a silent plea.
The Spellbinder stood above the patriarch, his spear held aloft for a death stroke. Yet the warrior spoke. In a loud voice, he shouted to those watching on the walls. “Come, let us reason together, you and I. You wish for dignity. We obey the will of Ymir. All that is left today is the manner of your death. Ymir urges you to a proud passing, noble and valorous. File out from your stone mound. Draw your swords. Then fight us, men of Chemosh! Prove to us your boldness. Gain renown and Ymir’s respect. Show yourselves warriors and honor us with hard-fought battle. Die bravely so that as heroes you may enter the shadowy halls of Death.”
Fright filled those on the walls. Atalanta, who stood among them, saw the men grow pale and their fingers slacken with terror.
Outside of the wall, ancient Chemosh groaned before the powerful warrior.
“Is there no dignity left in Chemosh?” the Spellbinder asked.
The second-oldest son of Chemosh, the one who had forced his father outside with the salt, handed his bow to his son. The elder had a sly bearing, a crafty smile like a fox. He cupped his slender hands around his mouth and shouted from the parapet. “We’ll fight if we have too. We’ll drive shafts into any that approach too near. Yet that seems foolish. We have silver, gold and precious gems. We would gladly trade these with you if you agreed to sack the compound of Clan Kenaz. They are a vicious people, worthy only of death.”
“You are not to say who is worthy of death! You lack the dignity for such judgments. Do you not understand that only weaklings hide behind walls?” The Spellbinder toed the trembling patriarch. “You sent a dotard as your champion. Your gold therefore already belongs to Ymir.”
“Some of you will die if you attack us,” the foxy-faced elder shouted, his voice growing shrill.
A braying of horns brought a throated roar from the ranks of Slayers round Ymir. Then a long rolling of kettledrums like thunder in the mountains bid the Slayers to chant in a deep and terrible way.
The Spellbinder put his foot on Patriarch Chemosh. “You are beneath contempt!” he roared. “So it will be under the blades of mercenary spearmen you perish and not under the axes of Slayers! Mighty Ymir is ashamed to have donned armor for the likes of you. For such blasphemy, none shall escape your compound alive. This Ymir swears by his father Azel.”
As the drums continued to roll, the men of Chemosh unwound banners and waved them back and forth along the walls. But their motions lacked conviction and many faces had grown wan and bloodless.
“For the third and final time,” the Spellbinder shouted. “Is this your champion: A groveling old man?”
“Mercy,” the patriarch begged.
The Slayer turned to his master.
Ymir handed his huge axe to a warrior, who wrapped it carefully in oiled sealskin. Then the giant took a leather jug from a shaman, a man wearing a vile mask that sprouted deer antlers. Ymir pulled out the jug’s stopper. While he did so, a massive Slayer shrugged off his bear cloak and drew off his silver amulet, handing the items to a second shaman. Then the Slayer knelt before the Nephilim as if in prayer. Ymir touched the Slayer’s shoulder. The Slayer tilted his head and opened his mouth like a baby bird. Ymir poured from the jug. The Slayer gulped, almost gagging because of the volume of sluggish liquid.
Meanwhile, the other Slayers parted ranks. Spearmen of Nod with heavy shields and coats of mail filed to the forefront.
Drums beat and the Ymir-selected Slayer struggled to his feet, helped up by the shamans. The massive man swayed, and he began to shiver and shake.
“You have chosen!” the Spellbinder cried. He stabbed ancient Chemosh. Then he withdrew the dripping spear and ran at the walls. “In like manner will you die: groveling and powerless, an object of scorn. Ymir, grant us the victory!” With his shoulders bunching, the Spellbinder heaved the spear as enemy bows snapped at him.
The bloody spear passed over the wall as men of Clan Chemosh ducked on the parapets.
Atalanta moaned in dread. For in that instant a wave of fear—War-Fetters, the Slayers called it—seemed to bind the sons of the dead patriarch.
Even so, some of the men of Chemosh fired arrows at the gloating Spellbinder. Most hissed harmlessly past. One sank into his shoulder, staggering him. He laughed, plucking the arrow from his shoulder, showing it to the men of Chemosh. They gaped stupidly, never having witnessed such a thing. The Spellbinder threw the arrow to the ground. In contempt, he turned his back on them and strode to Ymir.
Those on the walls were too shocked to shoot more arrows.
Meanwhile, archers of Havilah ran toward the wall. In teams of two, they hefted huge, man-sized shields.
The crafty elder of Chemosh shouted to his brothers. They awoke from their daze and notched dusty arrows to their strings. They showered the sons of Kedorlaomer with shafts. The two-man teams thrust their massive shields upright, arrows thudding against them, sticking, quivering. Then, as one man held the shield, the second leaned out to fire arrows at those on the wall.
Atalanta saw that her uncles and great uncles had the advantage of height. The archers of Havilah however, the sons of Kedorlaomer, were expert marksmen. Their bows seemed like living things, their arrows like angry wasps seeking victims.
Now the Slayer who was drunk on Ymir’s mead, the one held steady by the two shamans, howled dementedly. Foam flecked his lips and he gnashed his teeth. The shamans pressed a stick dangling with strings of meat into his hands. They whispered to him and his eyes glazed weirdly. Holding the stick, screaming vile oaths and profanities, he began to stalk toward the wall.
The spearmen of Nod opened ranks. Ugly, huge hyaenodons in leather padding snarled and fixed their beady eyes on the meat stick. They had massive crushing jaws and their hides were spotted like leopards. The doglike creatures were only a little less than five feet at the shoulder and ten feet long. Each had been harnessed to a trace stapled to an uprooted tree trunk. Huge wheels had been bolted onto the hoary trunk. Axes had whittled the shaft-head into a blunt point, into a ram. The wheels groaned as the hyaenodons pulled and their jaws slavered. The naked, mead-drunken Slayer began to run. The hyaenodons ran faster after him. Behind the ram marched spearmen of Nod, clinking in their mailcoats, shields glittering in the morning sunlight.
“Kill the Slayer!” the elder of Chemosh shouted.
Chemosh arrows no longer flew at the archers of Havilah, at the great pin-cushioned shields, but at the sprinting Chooser of the Slain. Howling, he raced for the brass gate, his eyes glazed in madness.
The spearmen also ran and so did the giant doglike creatures. The ram bounced and creaked as it trundled after them. The kettledrums of Ymir pounded. Horns brayed with savagery.
Then an arrow pierced the berserk Slayer. He ignored the shaft sticking in his chest. A second arrow struck him in the thigh. Then a third and a fourth arrow hit. One caromed off his head. He laughed, staggering, waving his meat stick, almost to the gate.
“Shoot the hyaenodons!” the elder shouted, the second oldest son of Chemosh.
It was too late. The Slayer reached the gate and pounded his fists upon it. Men of Chemosh leaned over the stone wall, drilling their shafts directly down at him. The Slayer groaned and slumped to the ground, more than fifteen arrows sticking him. Then the hyaenodons leapt upon the meat stick, greedily devouring strips of meat. A second later the speeding ram burst against the gate, blowing the doors off their hinges.
Over and past the ram, past the snarling doglike creatures, poured the chanting spearmen of Nod.
Clan Chemosh died that day.
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With her tale told, Atalanta drained her wine and sat staring at a dancing flame. Both Noah and Gaea begged her to stay. She could escape this doomed world aboard the Ark and survive in the world to come. Atalanta shook her head. Out of all her clan, only she had broken out. She had narrowly avoided hunting hyaenodons and patrolling charioteers. Her great fleetness of foot, her almost legendary running skills, had saved her and she would continue to run. The curse of Ymir marked her: that none would escape the compound alive. Unless she fled far away, Ymir’s Slayers would capture her and put her to death, hideously.
Gaea gave her a mule, a package of food and shekels.
As Atalanta readied her mount outside, Rahab tapped her on the shoulder, 
The woman of Chemosh scowled. She was lithely limbed, a survivor clearly. The way she wore a hooked dagger on her belt made it seem she knew how to use it. Rahab could well imagine Atalanta running long.
“I can’t take you with me, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
Rahab shook her head.
Atalanta’s features softened. “You’re frightened, I can see. Poor, girl, you’ve no idea what’s coming. Do you want my advice? Run! Do whatever you have to, but get away from here. This place is doomed. I know the men here think themselves strong, warriors perhaps, but no one can face Ymir and survive.”
Rahab dared take one of Atalanta’s hands. She had never been this bold. She pressed the woman’s hand against her chest. Rahab knew what it was like slipping past patrols. Atalanta… she was far older than an eight-year-old girl, but the look in her eyes had been what Rahab surely must have looked like when fleeing her drunken father.
“You cannot run forever,” Rahab whispered.
Atalanta snorted. “I have wits, my speed and if needs be my looks. Coins help, but mostly I have the will to survive.”
“The Earth is doomed.”
“I’ve heard that one before,” Atalanta said. “I’m still here, and I will be here ten years from now. But no one will be who stays near Ymir. Flee, girl. Don’t wait for these good folk to see the truth.”
“Jehovah won’t let Ymir destroy Noah.”
Atalanta laughed, shaking her head, and she urged the mule toward the gate.
“Good luck,” Rahab shouted. “Jehovah guide you.”
Atalanta turned and waved.
Back at the kitchen table, Gaea ruminated on the grim tale, the fact that people these days usually lived like those of Chemosh, for ease and good living. Such folk sought power in ways other than battle. Some sought it through riches, some by training themselves in oratory. Many sought power by conversing with evil spirits, communing with them through vile rituals.
Many of those had heard the warning of the coming end. Originally, some wondered if Noah might be right. After all, Jehovah was real. They knew that, and for a time they had reformed themselves, drinking less, carousing only on holidays and sacrificing to Jehovah.
But people laughed at them. Jehovah wouldn’t destroy the world. Things had gone this way year after year and look what had happened—nothing. One by one, the men and women who had heeded Noah realized that his Jehovah was too harsh, too worried about sin and judgment. Jehovah was love. Jehovah would forgive them their few wrongs. Destroy the world? That was foolishness.
Yes, the world had been made, but not by a singular deity, but by the many gods and goddesses that abounded throughout the universe. They had dreams about these deities or speculated fervently about them until they made idols of gold and silver or wood to represent them. Some of these idols looked like men and women; some had humanoid shapes but bestial heads. Some were beasts, savage and cruel, demanding blood and abasement but giving strength in return—just like Ymir’s god Azel. Some… well, the real power of the world they thought was dark and vicious. The key to attracting those powers was by venal acts or by sacrificing the firstborn child. The people who believed so snarled whenever Noah spoke, often picking up rocks to stone him. Yet… in the end they stomped off, shouting mighty oaths about what they would do if Noah showed his bigoted face around here again.
Nephilim, however, had never approached the Ark. Nor had bands of armed men thought it worthwhile to bother with a fool. And while many of the bene elohim had sworn to destroy the Ark, none had come within a hundred leagues of it. In fact, radiating out from the Ark in an almost perfect circle was an area just a little less given to the wretched sins of the times than elsewhere.
Now, however, a giant, a Nephilim, had broken into the area they thought protected.
Gaea told them not to fear, but by her demeanor, Rahab knew she was worried.
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Two days later Ham carted boards from the upper deck and down a skeleton of passageways to the second deck where Shem hammered by lantern-light. His longhaired brother was hunched over, tacking a wedge into place. A calfskin thong kept Shem’s hair from his face. He was the shortest of them, had intense eyes and usually kept his opinions to himself.
“I think I saw him,” Ham said.
Shem looked up.
“Ymir.”
Shem slipped the hammer into his belt-loop, and they hurried up the passageways, climbing onto the skeleton roof. Far to the south rolled the Mounds, hilly terrain surrounded by fields and passed by a merchant road. Beyond the Mounds moved wagons. They cut across prime wheat fields.
Shem shaded his eyes. “Chariots fan ahead.”
“That must be Kedorlaomer and his grandsons?”
“They rode donkeys, if I recall.”
“A disguise,” Ham said. “So they could scout the Ark for Ymir.”
Shem scratched his cheek. “Perhaps you’re right. They never struck me as traders.” He reached for his ram’s horn.
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One by one the farmhands slipped away from Noah’s Keep. A few said they had to collect the cattle. Several muttered apologies before slinking off. One shouted that it was time to loot the place.
Ham hurried into the barn, picking up his javelins. He ran back in time to see his father quietly talking with the would-be looter. Noah had his hand on the man’s shoulder, who bowed his head. Then the man nodded and ran out the gate.
Noah motioned the family near. “The Keep and all that’s in it is expendable. The Ark however is not. We will live and die with it.”
“Will Ymir really attack?” Japheth asked, as he held Europa’s hand.
“If he does, he will perish,” Noah said.
That surprised Ham. His father wasn’t given to boasting.
“Jehovah will protect us,” Grandfather Lamech said, who had moved in several days ago. He only had few teeth left and wisps of hair. “But there is still danger. ”
“Yes,” Gaea said, as she glanced at Ham.
“Collect extra foodstuffs and the hounds,” Noah said. “Then follow me.”
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Wagon after wagon creaked into the Mounds. Huge shaggy bosk drew the big wagons, yurts, Ham had heard they were called. Chariots rattled behind, the drivers wearing cloaks and blue turbans. About four furlongs from the Ark, at the nearer edge of the Mounds, the wagons began to turn. One followed the other, until the entire train looped in a circle. People boiled out of the yurts. Some unchained the long-horned bosk. Some pulled bolts of silk from a wagon and set up a huge pavilion in the center of the circle. Then Ymir appeared. Sunlight glinted off his helmet as he studied the Ark.
Ham’s chest tightened. He watched from high up on the Ark. The giant was bigger than he remembered.
Ymir turned away and ducked into the pavilion.
Later, Gaea made her way up beside Ham. He pointed into the enemy camp. Huge poles went up with skull-shaped lanterns on top. “What do you think they’re doing?”
“Settling down,” Gaea said.
“Why?”
“Perhaps it isn’t easy for them to actually enter the compound. Maybe they have to work up their nerve first.”
“Look how many of them there are. They don’t need nerve.”
“Why has no Nephilim ever come before?” she asked.
Ham shrugged.
“Ymir must sense the presence of Jehovah, and he rightly fears that presence.” Gaea adjusted her shawl. “It surprises me the giant could make it this near. I suspect something drives him.”
Ham hoped she wouldn’t say ‘Naamah.’
Soon his mother climbed down, and dusk settled.
Crazy thoughts came, of sneaking to the enemy camp. He would prowl past wagons until he found Naamah—how exactly he would be able to tell it was her yurt, he hadn’t yet figured out. Slicing the tent leather with a dagger, he would crawl in and shake her awake. She would throw her arms around him, kiss him and plead for him to take her away from Ymir. Hand in hand, they would hurry back here. He would tell his father that Naamah was to be his wife. Only…what about the archers of Havilah and the spearmen of Nod and, worst of all, the Slayers? Ymir would not meekly accept such a theft.
Ham rubbed his jaw. Maybe Naamah and he would have to run far away from here like Atalanta. Except… what would he do when the flood came?
The skull lanterns shone in the darkness and a bonfire crackled over there. Shirtless Slayers cavorted around the flames and with eerie chants. The dancing grew wilder, the chants viler. Ham closed his eyes, trying to make out what they said. His eyes flew open. An icy feeling of evil crawled upon him, as if a mighty being swept over the Ark like a vulture. The bonfire roared, flames leaping as if for joy. And then the fire seemed to dampen, as if a veil hid the dancers like gauze.
Trembling, Ham scrambled down. On shaking legs, he hurried to his parents. They lifted their foreheads from the dirt where they prayed.
“Th-They practice sorcery,” Ham whispered. “They gather evil spirits.”
“He that is with us is greater than those that are with them,” Noah said.
“Pray with us,” Gaea said.
Ham wanted to fall onto his knees and pray, but he shook his head. “I must get ready.”
He fled to one of the lumber sheds. In it rested a jerkin of boiled leather studded with bronze knobs, and a leather helmet. Next to it lay a small target shield with a knife-sharp spike in the center. A sheaf of javelins stood in the corner.
Was he a fool?
Ham fell to his knees and bowed his head. “Help me, Lord Jehovah. Save me from the butcher’s sword. Please, grant me a wife.”
Ham trembled, with doubt and fear gnawing his belly. Then came a wonderful thing. The worm that writhed in his gut grew still. He rose and hurried to the south gate, climbing the ladder to the parapet. Europa peered over the palisade’s wooden points.
“They’ve stopped chanting,” she said.
Ham waited with her, watching.
“Look,” Europa said.
Big men in bear cloaks wearing silver amulets, with flaxen cords tied around their limbs, marched out of the circle of wagons. They bore axes and maces. Behind them trod spearmen of Nod bearing torches. Behind them followed chariots, the horses with plumes of ostrich feathers.
Ham’s eyes felt as if they were going to pop out of their sockets.
Ymir came, a towering giant in mail, with a demon mask and a mighty sword at his side. The Nephilim’s shoulders were impossibly wide and an aura of invincible strength exuded from him. His eyes glowed as a wolf’s might at night. Beside the Nephilim strode a cloaked figure, a hood upon its head.
Ham slid down the ladder, hurrying to the lumber shed.
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Kedorlaomer pushed on the unlatched gate. It swung open on silent hinges,. The Spellbinder, the herald of Ymir, strode within and Kedorlaomer hurried to catch up. The Slayer dwarfed the small charioteer. Big, bearded, with a bear cloak, a thick golden collar and little else beside his amulet and spear, the Spellbinder had a scarred torso and limbs. His shoulder had stitches from the Chemosh arrow. He had cruel eyes and a savage countenance, like a wolf or sabertooth given human form.
Beside him, Kedorlaomer with his blue turban and baggy jacket and breeches seemed polished and over-civilized. The archer constantly whispered to the big warrior.
Beyond the open gate waited grim-eyed Choosers of the Slain, who looked upon the Ark with something akin to fear. The spearmen of Nod stood in silent ranks, while the charioteers of Havilah parked behind them.
The Spellbinder stopped and ground the butt of his spear. He scanned the empty yard, avoiding looking directly at the Ark. Kedorlaomer waited a bit behind, having fallen silent.
“I would speak with him called Noah,” the Spellbinder said.
Japheth walked out of the shadows, a lone hound at his side.
Kedorlaomer whispered.
The Spellbinder scowled. “You are not Noah.”
“I am his eldest son,” Japheth said.
Kedorlaomer whispered again.
“The one called Japheth?” the Spellbinder asked.
“You know me?”
“Not by your exploits.” The Slayer concentrated his savage features. “Do you speak for Noah?”
“Not I. I’m curious though why you honor us with your presence.”
“Indeed, Ymir honors Noah this night.” The massive Slayer nodded at the Ark. “None attempt so… so extreme a deed. There is in the act a negation almost worthy of a Chooser of the Slain.”
“A negation?” Japheth asked.
“Some cling to life for what it brings. Not so a Slayer. Valor, outrageous bravery, insane odds, those are the deeds that bring meaning. Yet in grasping such glories, death is often the result. One must therefore embrace death. The Slayer way, the path shown by Ymir is to laugh at death, to mock it as something beneath contempt. We all lose in the end, son of Noah. Only heroic existence allows one to spit at that, as we spit in the face of meaninglessness. Thus Noah’s act, the building of an Ark he will never sail… he approaches the Slayer philosophy in such a deed.”
Japheth shook his head. “No. The Ark is life, because it is Jehovah’s path from the doom of sin.”
The Spellbinder gestured away such a notion. “My master knows that Noah’s patron is strong, that Noah himself is unbending, valiant and iron-willed. Thus, there is great honor in defeating such a one. As of course there is honor to be had by Noah if he can defeat my master.”
“There will be no fight,” Japheth said.
“I assure you that Ymir is mighty, worthy to be faced. It will not sully your weapons to dip them in his blood.”
“I believe you,” Japheth said.
“Legions have fallen to Ymir’s sword. The giants Cronus, Moloch and Jotnar have all tasted death at the blow of his axe. Cities lie in ashes because of him. And the king of Nod marshaled his hosts to turn away my master, in the end giving as tribute a company of his spearmen. Can Noah boast such a record?”
“More than that,” Japheth said. “Noah is obedient to Jehovah. On that he stands.”
Kedorlaomer whispered.
The Spellbinder lifted his hand for silence. “Can it be that Noah refuses to fight?”
Before Japheth could answer, a jangle of heavy armor told of Ymir’s approach.
“Behold!” the Spellbinder said, “my master, the Lord of Battles.”
Ymir wore a silver demon mask with horns. He towered twice Japheth’s height and had mammoth-wide shoulders. Grim nobility filled him, warrior majesty. He wore iron links and a huge sword hung at his side. Beside him walked a cloaked person, who seemed like a child compared to Ymir.
Kedorlaomer abased himself.
The Spellbinder bowed. “Great One, this son of Noah implies that his father refuses to fight.”
Ymir stood transfixed, his eyes on Japheth. At last, he removed the demon mask, handing it to the one beside him. Ymir had handsome features, noble, with dark eyes and silver hair. Clean-shaven, he had the likeness of a youthful god.
“I spoke of your victories, Great One,” the Spellbinder said.
“Noah refuses to fight?” Ymir asked in his eerie voice. The sound held strangeness, an alien quality, of someone not fully human.
Japheth paled and wet his lips.
Ymir frowned, and he glanced at the cloaked one before turning to his Slayer. “This son of Noah fears.”
“Perhaps Noah hides out of fear,” the Spellbinder said.
“Son of Noah,” Ymir said. “Can this be true? I was assured none was like Noah, that alone among men the Nephilim fear him. It pains me to discover the falsehood of it.”
Noah strode out of the darkness, past Japheth. His long white beard gave him dignity, and his white hair was combed back to reveal a broad forehead. Noah wore a rough robe, and a leather belt was knotted around his waist.
Gaea and a hobbling Lamech joined Japheth.
“Noah?” the Spellbinder asked.
“Of course this is Noah,” Ymir said. “See how his eyes glow, how firm he sets his lips. Ah, mighty Noah, this is a pleasure indeed.”
“I have heard of you, Ymir,” Noah said.
“You honor me,” Ymir said, “as I hope to honor you. Know, O man of Jehovah, that after I slay you in single combat that I will torch your wooden insanity. I will make such a fire that the gods themselves will rise from the depths of the Earth, from the sea and come down from the skies to witness it. Then all will know that Ymir is the greatest warrior of all.”
Noah closed his eyes and bowed his head, drawing a deep breath. He straightened and his eyes flashed. He pointed a rigid forefinger. “You, O Ymir, are doomed to destruction, for you have hardened your heart with blasphemies. Yet still will Jehovah grant you mercy—if you go now! He will grant you yet a few more years of life.”
“Life?” Ymir asked. “Great deeds are what I crave.”
Noah lifted his staff, stretching it at the Nephilim.
Ymir opened his lips without making a sound. He touched his sword as if to draw it. He couldn’t. Fear entered his eyes. He turned to the cloaked figure at his side.
That one moved with smooth grace, raising slender, golden-ringed fingers to the hood. She let it fall from her shoulders, revealing astonishing beauty framed by dark curls. A ruby hung from her throat. Shadowed eyes sparkled and rouged lips smiled mockingly.
“Noah, Noah, Noah,” she said. “You cannot banish us with a gesture.”
“I have only this to say to you,” Noah began.
But a voice out of the darkness interrupted him. A loud, beseeching cry startled everyone. “Naamah!”
Noah turned. Ymir blinked, seemingly dazed.
Naamah’s stunning smile twisted and her hard eyes shone. For Ham ran forward, a leather helmet on his head and leather armor studded with bronze upon his torso. On his left forearm was strapped a small target shield. His left hand clutched javelins. In his right hand was one ready to throw.
“I challenge you, O Ymir! I challenge you for the hand of Naamah!”
 





 
19.
 
With his heart beating wildly, Ham fixed his gaze on Naamah. He recalled their moments by the river. He remembered how she had kissed him, how she had pleaded for him to return.
His father regarded him with disbelief. “You must not do this,” Noah said.
“She is to be my wife.” Ham couldn’t dissemble—he could hardly think. There was a roaring in his ears; a drumbeat that he vaguely understood was this thumping heart.
“Are you mad?” Japheth hissed, clutching him by the elbow.
Ham tore his arm free, and he ripped his eyes from Naamah. Ymir blinked with surprise. Ham grinned. He had suspected that much of Ymir’s power was simply his size, that if a person could muster the courage he’d find the giant sluggish and dimwitted.
“My darling,” Naamah cried, clapping her hands, looking on him with rapture. “I feared never to see you again.”
Ham laughed recklessly, lifting his javelin. “Last time we had to cut our moment short. From this night on you shall never leave me.”
“You would fight for me?” Naamah asked.
“You shall no longer be a slave,” Ham said. “I shall make you my wife!”
“Ham,” hissed Japheth. “Can’t you see she’s no slave? She’s their leader.”
Ham shook his head.
“She’s using you, Brother. She’s a witch, an old woman of bones. One of the first to have consorted with demons, I suspect.”
“Stand back, Japheth! Lie to me no longer.”
Naamah touched Ymir’s wrist. The blinking giant frowned, and he crouched so she could whisper in his ear.
“I challenge you, Ymir!” Ham shook his javelin. “Face me if you dare.”
“Think, Ham,” Japheth said, clutching his shoulder.
Ham whirled around and backhanded his brother. Japheth reeled away with blood on his lips. “I’m fighting for my wife. Naamah, will you be my wife?”
“Yes,” she said.
“Stand back, Father,” Ham warned.
“No, my son,” Noah said. “You must reconsider.”
“You can’t stop it, old man,” Naamah said. “Perhaps you could have stopped Ymir from firing the Ark. But you cannot stop this fight. Your son has walked out of your protection on his own free will.”
“Let us fight,” Ymir said, drawing his sword.
Despite his courage, Ham trembled. Ymir no longer seemed half-witted.
“Fight for me,” Naamah said. “Let us spend endless nights entwined in love.”
“Ymir!” Ham screamed.
The giant moved into position, his shield held slantwise under his chin, his massive sword ready for a sweeping blow.
Noah, Gaea and Japheth scrambled out of the way, Lamech limping after them. The Slayers outside the gate edged closer.
Ymir bellowed and Ham almost froze and lost right there. At the last moment he leapt, Ymir’s sword sweeping under him. As his feet retouched the ground, Ham heaved. His javelin flew at the giant’s face. With a deft twist, Ymir deflected it with the shield.
They circled one another. Ymir moved nimbly and the sword struck like lightning. But Ham was faster, barely. Dodging, rolling and leaping he avoided death, and soon he gasped for breath. If just once the sword connected, he would be hewn in two. He looked for openings, launching his javelins one by one, each either missing, or deflected by Ymir’s armor and shield. Soon Ham held his last javelin. His lungs burned. Sweat stung his eyes.
“You will never feel her caress, little man, though I thank you for the fight.”
Ham watched the awful sword and twisted as the giant swung. What a fool he’d been to challenge a Nephilim. Had Naamah tricked him in some way?
“You are dead,” Ymir said.
Ham ducked—the sword swished a finger’s width from his ear. Ham flung his last javelin so it quivered in the bronze-lined shield.
For a moment no one moved. Then Ymir laughed.
“First beat him with your fists,” Naamah said. “Break his bones.”
Ymir set aside his sword and shrugged off his shield. Ham dove for a javelin. Ymir sprang and pinned Ham to the ground before lifting him. Ham’s stomach lurched as he viewed the construction yard upside down, fifteen feet from the ground. He was about to die.
“No!” Ham wrenched his arm free. He stabbed with the spike of the target shield, the one yet strapped to his arm. The point sank into Ymir’s right eye so gore spurted.
Howling, Ymir raised Ham higher and hurled him down. Bones snapped. Muscles tore. Agony ripped through Ham.
Stumbling, Ymir clutched his gory face. Then he fumbled on the ground for his sword. He rose, with his good eye riveted on Noah kneeling by his son.
“Kill them both!” Naamah screamed.
“Yes, Mother,” Ymir said.
“Do you renounce her?” Noah whispered.
“Oh, Father,” Ham said, blood staining his teeth. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”
“Do you renounce her?”
“I do,” whispered Ham.
Noah rose as Ymir towered before him like a mountain. “Back, spawn of a demon, withdraw, I command you!”
Noah’s words had effect. Ymir groaned before he lifted his gory face to the stars. “Father! Help me! Come to me, your son, that I may slay this man of Jehovah!”
Ham didn’t understand. Everything was blurry. He blinked, with pain fogging his thoughts. He groaned. A bright warrior stood behind Noah. The being had white hair like wool and flaming eyes. He wore shining linen and a belt of gold and his feet were like burnished bronze. In his hand gleamed a brilliant sword, drawn and held crossways over his body.
“Azel, help me!” Ymir shouted.
A roaring sounded. The stars blotted out. To Ham came a chill like the grave. A dark shape, an evil being with a black sword and red eyes like coals, funneled like smoke into Ymir.
“Now,” Ymir said. “Now.” He turned to Noah.
The bright warrior—an angel of heaven, Ham realized—stepped in front of Noah as his father raised his gopher-wood staff.
Ham wondered why no one shouted at seeing such a strange spectacle. He gurgled, desperately trying to speak. Everyone watched Noah and Ymir, as if they couldn’t see the other two, as if they were invisible to everyone else.
The bright being glanced at Ham, then moved toward Ymir. The dark being leaped out of the Nephilim. He lunged at the bright warrior. Together they grappled.
Noah and Ymir stared eye to eye, while Naamah chanted.
The bright warrior tore his sword-hand free. He hewed at his dark opponent. The dark being—a bene elohim, Ham realized, perhaps Azel himself—threw his smoky head back and howled like a thousand screeching bats.
Ham winced, wondering why no one seemed to hear them.
The bright sword sliced smoky darkness. The dark one jumped skyward and flew away, escaping his terrible foe. The angel of heaven didn’t pursue. Instead, like a thought, he stood before Ymir, his shining sword held at the giant’s throat.
“Leave while you can,” Noah said, “never to return.”
Ymir turned to Naamah, to the one he had called mother.
She hissed and looked upon Noah with hatred.
“You have seconds to decide,” Noah said.
“Come, my child,” Naamah said. “I weary of this game. Let us go elsewhere for amusement.” She sneered at Noah. “A pity about your son, he was a fine boy.”
Steely-eyed, Noah stared at her, making no reply.
Ham gurgled and his eyes fluttered. He wondered if he was going to die.
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“Will he live?”
“If he does he may never walk again.” That sounded like Gaea—like his mother. No one knew more about healing than she did. “He’ll need a nurse, someone to watch him, perhaps day and night.”
“We don’t dare trust one of the servants. Naamah might buy their loyalty and then…”
“With poison or a dagger they’ll finish the deed. One of us will have to nurse him back to health.”
“What about Europa’s sisters?” Noah asked. “They seem to delight in our son. Perhaps one of them will sit in vigil.”
“I have someone else in mind,” Gaea said.
“Who?”
Ham’s thought drifted as the voices faded.
Later, Ham’s eyes flew open. There was pain and searing, stabbing agony. His mouth yawned wide but he couldn’t draw air. His eyes goggled and sweat oozed.
Then blinding light engulfed him and there was a rush of feet. “Oh my,” was spoken with such tenderness that he wanted to weep for the beauty of it. Something soft brushed his cheek. He couldn’t understand how the agony in him could allow him to sense such a touch.
“Ham, you must listen to me.”
A terrible croak was his only reply.
“You must relax, Ham. You must let every muscle go limp. Oh, be still, my darling. Be still.”
He didn’t know whether it was the touch, the gentleness of her words or the uttered “my darling” that broke through. But he slowly relaxed. Every muscle loosened its terrible tension and he lay still. The agony subsided and he trickled air into his lungs. O blessed breath of life.
“You mustn’t move, Ham. You must lie perfectly still. Do you understand?”
A blurry vision swam before him, a shape. He was certain he knew the voice. Then he understood—he remembered. They had tied splints to his broken limbs and a tight wrap around his shattered ribs. Anyone could kill him now, although Ymir hadn’t been able to.
Ham groaned. Ymir and, and—Naamah. He’d survived the giant, and at some point after that, his father had prayed. Ham thought he might have seen another angel. He couldn’t remember now, although he remembered the pain and spitting up blood.
“You must eat or you’re going to whither away into nothing.”
A damp cloth pressed against his forehead. His vision began to focus.
Rahab hovered there. She was so different from Naamah. The giant’s mother had been exotically white-skinned, while Rahab was swarthy like him, perhaps even a shade darker. Rahab smiled shyly. She had small white teeth. A shawl hid her hair and she had such a tender touch, so kind and caring. She had had liquid eyes like a deer.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
Rahab brightened as she looked into his eyes. Then she looked away, much like a startled deer might.
Rahab was the opposite of Naamah, the laughing, shameless beauty who had stolen his reason.
“You should eat,” Rahab said, not as if ordering him, but with concern, with compassion.
His raw throat hurt, but he forced himself to say, “What do you have?”
“Soup. Broth.”
Ham tried to nod, and that sent pain shooting through his tortured muscles.
“Oh, don’t try to move,” she pleaded. “You must lie still and heal.”
She spoon-fed him slowly, as if she would like to be nowhere else but feeding the cripple. He appreciated it, and he knew it was the opposite of how he would have acted if they had reversed roles.
Then a great weariness stole upon him and his eyelids grew heavy.
***
The days merged into one an other, alternating between bouts of blazing pain and Rahab’s comforting presence.
A long time later Japheth sat beside him. They hadn’t spoken since that night, since he had backhanded Japheth across the mouth.
The shutters were open and Rahab had put a red-winged blackbird outside the window. It whistled from its cage, fluttered to its perch and then to its tiny feed dish. Ham loved the bright scarlet of its distinctive shoulder markings, and he was amazed how Rahab could put her finger through the slats so the little bird sat there, whistling at her.
“Thank you for coming,” Ham said. He still couldn’t get up, couldn’t move, and he hated speaking while helpless.
Japheth nodded, with his features closed, withdrawn.
“Listen,” Ham said, “I, ah…”
Japheth lifted blond eyebrows.
Ham gritted his teeth. Couldn’t Japheth see how hard this was for him? He had made a donkey of himself in front of everyone and now he had to pay for it, never knowing if he would be able to walk again.
“I hope you get better,” Japheth said, in a mechanical way. “So does Europa. We need you so we can finish the Ark in time.”
“Too much work for the three of you, eh?”
Japheth shrugged, not looking at him. He fidgeted. “Well, we really are busy. So I’d better be going.” He rose and took several strides for the door.
“Japheth.”
His older brother stopped, although he kept his back to him.
Ham hated that Japheth had been right and he had been wrong. Everyone in his family was always right. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I-I never should have hit you.”
Japheth shrugged.
“No,” Ham said. “It… I was under her spell.”
“The witch’s?” Japheth asked.
Ham frowned. Had she really been a witch? “I never would have struck you if I’d been myself.”
“I suppose not.”
“Will… Will you forgive me?”
“Consider yourself forgiven,” Japheth said.
Ham blew out his cheeks. The cramp in his stomach eased. “Japheth—”
“I’m sorry,” Japheth said, with his back to him. “But I really must return to the Ark. It’s been good talking to you again. Bye.”
“Bye,” Ham said, to the closing door.
Rahab soon entered with a tray of sliced pears, asking if he was hungry, smiling and looking him in the eye. Time and close proximity and the duties of a nurse had drawn her out. She had been so obviously pleased when he’d told her he was thinking about apologizing to Japheth that it had firmed his resolve into action. She was good for him.
“I’m starving,” he said.
She sat on the vacated stool, and one by one, she popped the slices into his mouth. She chattered about Europa and Ruth, how hard they wove wattle cages that were to go into the Ark. Then she became grave as she told him about Grandfather Lamech’s worsening condition.
“I think he’s dying,” she said.
That saddened Ham, and that set him to wondering about Methuselah. When the ancient patriarch passed away, “it” would happen. How much longer did they have left?
“Do you know what I think?” Rahab said, leaning closer.
He wondered if her eyes had always been so lovely, and he wondered why his stomach suddenly fluttered.
“The Flood is near,” she said. “Soon we will all have to enter the Ark.”
It dawned on him that father and mother would enter the Ark, and Japheth and Europa and Shem and Ruth… and he and Rahab. He studied her eyes and saw how truly liquid brown they were. He noticed how smooth her skin seemed and how her lips were parted.
“Rahab.”
“What is it, Ham?”
“Come closer.”
She moved her face nearer so he could smell her breath.
“No, closer,” he said.
“Like this?” She peered into his eyes. And he lifted his head, his lips brushing hers. Her eyelids flickered. Then her eyes flew open and she jerked back, the stool scraping across the wooden floor. She leaped to her feet.
“Didn’t you like that?” he asked.
Her hand flew to her mouth, her eyes wide.
“Please, Rahab, don’t go.”
She fled.
And for the next week she resumed being shy. Oh, she came just as often, but she didn’t laugh and tell him all the things that she had before. She talked about the Ark and the latest people Noah had preached to. He felt guilty having upset her. She was delicate, he realized. And there came upon him a protectiveness, a fierce desire never to hurt her and never to let anyone else hurt her.
One day while she opened the shutters, she winced.
“Does your hand hurt?” He loved to watch her, especially when she didn’t know it.
“It’s nothing,” she said, although she didn’t whistle to the little blackbird, nor did she poke her finger into its cage. As he watched her going about the room, tidying, he noticed that she indeed used her left hand gingerly.
“How did you hurt it?” he asked. “Or are you just faking so you can tell my mother that it’s too much work taking care of me?”
She gave him a cross look as she settled onto the bedside stool. “We’ve been working much harder lately, making small animal hutches. My fingers are a little sore from it, that’s all.”
“Does my mother know?”
“Please, don’t say anything.”
“Why not? If you’ve hurt your hand you need to rest it—and that will give you some free time.”
“Oh, I knew I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“Rahab. You must think about yourself sometimes. You’re not a slave.”
She picked up a damp cloth and dabbed his forehead. He suspected it was an excuse to touch him. “I can never repay the kindness your family has shown me. Maybe you don’t realize how wonderful your parents are. I-I’ve seen the other side. I know that what you have is rare.”
She had seldom spoken about how she’d become an orphan. Even mother had learned only bits and pieces. For Rahab to open up even this much… Ham knew that he must never misuse this trust.
“Your father seldom drinks even a cup of wine, and I have never seen him drunk. Oh, Ham, when a father comes home drunk...” She bit her lower lip, her eyes taking on a faraway look. “When a father’s pupils are glassy and he bumps into the furniture and breaks vases and clay cups and makes awful curses over it…When he strikes his wife, knocking her down and kicking her in the stomach as she shrieks, and then when he turns and stares at you and…” Rahab wiped the tears welling in her eyes. “I can never work too hard. I can never repay the kindness your family has showered on me. I thank Jehovah every night for His mercy in letting me find this place.”
“Oh, Rahab,” Ham said, understanding perhaps for the first time that sin costs, that sin lashes out and strikes even the innocent.
Their days together merged into weeks and the weeks into months. He was young and strong and Rahab was an excellent nurse. His ligaments knit and his bones fused back together. At first, it was a joy just to sit up again. There was plenty of pain, especially around his ribs, but he endured it as he exercised by simply breathing deeply. Then he became anxious to get the splints off, to walk again. It seemed to take forever. But those days came and he gritted his teeth as he relearned to bend his elbows and knees. Rahab helped him as he started walking. He put his arm around her shoulder and as she wrapped her arm around his waist. Together like that they shuffled around the room.
Noah brought him a cane and he began to limp about the Keep. He soon took up chores feeding the hounds and the cattle and bit by bit, his muscles swelled with renewed strength.
He pondered what he had seen that fateful night—the angel and Azel—and what that meant about his father. One thing he became certain of, Jehovah was real. For if Noah could command Ymir and keep the giant from slaying him—what other explanation was there than the angel driving away Azel and then threatening Ymir with his bright sword? So any thought of traveling to Eden, no, if angels protected his father and thus protected all of them, that meant Jehovah had truly spoken to his father and that the Flood was really coming.
The time came when he could walk without the cane. Unfortunately, his left hip never quite healed properly. At first, it hurt all the time when he walked. But through practice, he strengthened and could walk for longer. Yet whenever he overdid it, the pain began. Some days it was worse, and he would slip away with a bottle of Noah’s medicinal wine and drink until the pain subsided. Oh, that was such sweet relief.
At last, the day came when he could work.
His first task was to go with some field hands for fresh logs, to oversee the operation. Once in the forest Ham examined the trees, deciding which ones he wanted and which way they should fall. With special climbing tackle, experienced men ascended the various trees in seat-slings, cutting off the limbs and branches that would otherwise shatter against the ground when the tree fell.
Many finished items in the Ark needed to have a curve. Rather than making a man-made joint with glue or clenched nails, a natural joint such as where a branch joined the tree was found. Following the grain in a natural joint produced the strongest possible structure.
Taking a drink, wiping sweat from his brow, although all he had done was point here or there, Ham motioned for the tree-climbers to come down. Only then did axe-men notch the various trees in the direction they wanted them to fall. They made a deep cut on the opposite side. Lastly, to save on the axe-blades—bronze was expensive and needed all over the Ark—the men drove wedges into the cuts to push the tree over. Finally, they hitched oxen to the huge trunks and began the overland journey home.
The next day, after the bits were trimmed off the trunks, Ham picked up a bark spade and started peeling bark. Almost nothing of the tree was wasted. The bark contained tannin, especially from oak, alder or elm. They used tannin to tan hides and skins. Just beneath the bark were bast fibers. The best bast fibers came from willow, lime and oak. Those fibers made ropes.
After Ham was finished, he began splitting logs. He split each into long wedges. Later, with an adze, he shaved off the edges to make planks.
An hour of swinging the axe and tapping wooden wedges into the splits exhausted Ham, but he felt better than he had in a long time.
A few weeks later, when his muscles began to bulge again, when he could swing his axe several hours at a time, he asked his father if he could have a word with him.
Shem and Japheth were in the Ark building stalls, while big-boned Noah studied the plan.
A wooden stand with a slanted board about chest height held the tacked-down papyrus sheet. Penned with octopus ink was the diagram of the Ark, the dimensions given by Jehovah. Noah had other plans that went into precise detail for each section. His father had gathered information from a hundred sources: galley shipwrights, animal-handlers, deep-sea pilots and old Nereus of Poseidonis. Noah stood on a wooden step, his big hands grasping the sides of the slanted board as he peered at the plans.
Ham leaned on his cane, sweaty because he’d been swinging an adz.
Noah raised his head.
“I, ah…” Ham rubbed his jaw. His mouth had suddenly turned unreasonably dry. He scowled. “Father… There’s something I want to talk to you about.”
“Concerning what?” Noah asked.
Ham’s belly tightened. So he clutched the knobby head of his cane all the harder. This was ridiculous.
“I’m busy,” Noah said. “So if you could get to the point.”
Ham scowled. Why did his father have to stand on the step and look down at him?
“Are your ribs hurting you again?”
Ham gave his head a quick shake and took a deep breath. “Father. I want to marry Rahab.”
Noah frowned and stroked his beard. There might have been a twitch across his lips, but that was impossible.
Ham gripped the head of his cane so hard that the muscles of his forearm were taut like a straining rope.
“You say that you want this,” Noah said. “But what does Rahab want?”
“I’ll find out what she wants,” Ham said, too curtly, it seemed. Why couldn’t he talk to his father reasonably, the way Shem did? “Before I approach her about marriage I would like your permission.” With his sleeve, Ham wiped his forehead. “You and mother raised her. I thought it proper therefore to ask you.”
Noah covered his mouth. If someone else had done it, Ham would have suspected in order to hide a grin.
“Do you love her?” Noah asked.
“What? Yes! I wouldn’t ask unless I loved her.”
“Hmm.” As Noah plucked at his beard, he studied the sky.
Ham leaned forward, his stomach knotted. He thought his father would have shouted for joy and said, “Yes, yes, by all means ask her.” Now he wondered if his father thought he wasn’t good enough for Rahab. What would he do if his father said no? The idea had never occurred to him. Would his father let him on the Ark if he went against his wishes and married Rahab anyway?
“Are you certain she’s right for you?” Noah asked.
“Father! I’m in love with her. Please say yes.”
“Yes.”
“What?”
Noah jumped down from the step, and in two strides was around the stand and beside Ham. His father clapped him on the shoulder.
“Yes?” Ham asked, dumbfounded.
“I approve, and so does your mother.”
“Yes!” Ham shouted, throwing up the cane.
“Why not go this very moment and find out her answer.”
Ham limped for the north gate. Then he stopped and regarded big old Noah. “Thank you, Father.”
Noah nodded, and his eyes seemed to sparkle. Ham would long remember this moment, deciding later that this was one of their best days together.
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Two men dueled on a grassy sward, in the shadow of a gnarled oak tree outside the Methuselah Clan Compound. The first looked remarkably like Ham, although older. He had a spade-shaped beard and care lines around his eyes. He wore a plain tunic as he launched his expert attack. The second, his cousin, was thinner, with silky garments and a short, black cape. He was known in merchant circles as ‘the Ferret.’ He desperately parried as he retreated.
Along the nearby brick road, people strolled. There were men in robes debating ideas, children chasing a dog and several matrons discussing marriage proposals. Everyone ignored the duelists, seeming deaf to the clash of blades.
The attacker, Laban, who had worked in the Ark construction-yard the day that Jubal had died, fought rather poorly today, by his own high standards. He fought distractedly. He thought on other things. Normally he preached concentration, to fight in the now, in the present, to put all other thoughts aside. For over a hundred years, he had studied the sword. He was the compound’s premier swordsman. Today, however, as his blade rang, he considered ways to increase his supply of shekels. Before Jubal’s death, he had worked for Noah. After Jubal died, clan opinion had turned hard against anyone working there.
Queen Naamah, they said, needed carpenters. And the pay was excellent. But working for her at Chemosh seemed like a preposterous idea.
The thinner duelist joyfully cried out. He had swiftly parried and struck a blow, clipping a piece of Laban’s hair.
Instead of wooden swords, they fought with blades. Laban had said that if his second cousin made him bleed, he would forgo his fee. It had caused the Ferret to fight ferociously.
Laban awoke from his musing. He caught the next attack on his sword, twisted his wrist and sent his cousin’s blade spinning. Then, delicately, Laban set the tip of his short sword against his cousin’s throat.
“You are dead,” Laban said.
The Ferret’s sweaty face went from joy to shock to outrage. He stamped his foot. “No. This has been a colossal waste. My arm aches and I’m not any better than before.”
Laban sheathed his sword. His cousin’s whining wearied him. The need to soothe the man’s ego had become a colossal chore. But he needed the money. “When we started you could only duel a short time. Now your wrist has strengthened so we’re able to practice most of the morning. You’ve learned to parry and now you launched an attack. You’ve considerably improved.”
The Ferret pouted. “Money is my trade. Hiring swordsmen seems wiser than doing this.”
“Until your guards turn on you,” Laban said.
“I’m done for the day.”
Laban nodded even as he frowned, and his bearing of competence fled. “Ah… I hate to bring this up again.”
“What?”
“Well, my wife—”
“This isn’t about money, I hope.”
By trade, Laban wasn’t a farmer or a herder, but a carpenter. Unfortunately, work was scarce. But robbers abounded everywhere, and some bold ruffians had taken to kidnapping rich people and holding them for ransom. After Great-Grandfather Methuselah, his second cousin was the richest man in the compound. So for a fee Laban had taught the Ferret swordsmanship.
“I said I’d pay after I learned to use the sword,” the Ferret said.
“You’ve learned a lot,” Laban said.
“That’s why you could spin the weapon out of my hand—” The Ferret snapped his spindly fingers. “—Like that.”
“It’s an advanced trick. Once you’ve mastered the basics, the rest will be come quickly.”
“That’s the sort of thing I wanted to learn right away. I told you that when we started.”
“Well…tomorrow we can—”
“Do you know what, Laban? I’ve decided to call off the entire thing. When I want a sword I’ll hire one.”
“Very well,” Laban said. “If you’ll pay me for two weeks work—”
The Ferret snorted. “The bargain was when you taught me how to use the sword. You haven’t done that. So I’m free of any obligation.”
Laban stared at his second cousin. “You’re trying to cheat me?”
“How can you accuse me of that? Don’t you remember the bargain?”
A sudden ache began in Laban’s forehead, right behind his eyes, and he felt his temper slipping. “I’ve worked with you two weeks. In that time, you’ve become much better. You owe me for those weeks.”
The Ferret raised his chin. “That’s why you aren’t rich, Laban. You don’t think through your deals. What I said originally—”
The sword was back in Laban’s hand. “Maybe it’s time for the last lesson.”
“Are you threatening me?”
“No threats. Just pick up your sword.”
“And if I refuse?”
The ache behind his eyes drummed, and it caused a wild light to leap into Laban’s pupils.
His second cousin paled. “Ebal was right. You don’t like jokes.”
“Jokes?” Laban asked thickly.
“You didn’t think I was serious about not paying? Laban, sometimes you take things too seriously. Let me get the coins.”
Laban lowered his blade, the headache back in force, making his eyesight blotchy. “I’ll come with you.”
“If you think you must.”
Laban forced a smile. “You didn’t really think I’d wound you, or even perhaps injure your manhood? That I would do such a thing? Just for a joke?”
“No, of course not,” his cousin said nervously.
Laban nodded slowly.
They marched along the brick road and into the compound to his cousin’s house. It was a huge three-story, wooden structure, filled with servants and children. His cousin had several wives and owned vast vineyards and shipped wine all over.
Soon Laban headed home, his pocket jingling with silver. It wasn’t as much as he used to get from Noah for two weeks work, but at least it was something. Listening to the money jangle, and free of his second cousin’s company, his headache receded. He began to whistle, strolling past the big houses and under the mighty trees, the ones Methuselah had planted in his youth. He would like to go back and work for Noah. But people would talk, he knew; they would snicker behind his back. That would start his wife badgering him like before. It was like a drip, drip, drip, a constant complaint that wore away his resolve.
“Daddy!”
Laban turned, grinning as his running youngster launched himself into his arms. Ben-Hadad was nine, a gangly-limbed lad with a tousle of dark hair and bright blue eyes. He clutched a leather sling; it went everywhere with him.
“There you are, Laban.”
Frowning at the harsh tone, Laban looked up. His father strode down the lane. His sire’s forked beard bristled and his red robe flapped around his skinny ankles. Laban set Ben-Hadad down, who slipped behind his legs.
“Do you know what your boy just did?” his father asked.
Laban shook his head.
“He killed my peacocks, my prize birds.”
The headache Laban had thought gone now returned.
“You come out here, boy,” his grandfather said.
From behind Laban’s legs, Ben-Hadad stuck out his tongue.
“Oh, no, you don’t,” his grandfather said, lunging at young Ben-Hadad.
Despite his distaste at laying hands upon his father, Laban grabbed him by the arm. “Wait a moment.”
His father jerked himself free.
“Step out here, Ben,” Laban said.
“No. Grandfather said he’s going to spank me.”
Laban twisted around, grabbed his son by the ear and dragged him forward.
“Ow! You’re hurting me.”
“Did you kill grandfather’s peacocks?” Laban asked.
“No.”
“You little liar,” his grandfather shouted. “I saw you laughing as you twirled your sling, knocking stones against their head.”
“He hit them in the head?” Laban asked, impressed at such accuracy.
“Three of them,” his father said. “He killed three of my prized peacocks!”
“I did not,” Ben-Hadad said.
Laban squatted down, putting his hand on his son’s back. “Listen, Ben, it isn’t good to lie.”
“I’m not!”
“Are you saying grandfather is a liar?”
“Yes! He hates me.”
“You know that’s not true, Ben. Grandfather loves you. But if you killed his peacocks… Now I’d be proud if you could sling so well that you hit each bird in the head.”
“You would?” Ben asked.
“You’d better not be proud,” growled Laban’s father.
“Did you sling the peacocks?” Laban asked.
“Well…”
Laban blew out his cheeks, standing.
“See, I was right,” his father said.
Laban nodded.
“You should spank him.”
Laban didn’t like hitting his children. He had heard it only taught them that striking others solved problems. He wanted to teach Ben-Hadad to talk things through with people, not to resort to your fists. Although… he knew that Noah had spanked Japheth, Shem and Ham, Ham most of all. Noah had said that a man who loved his son would train him, and that included teaching him through discipline. Spanking hadn’t seemed to hurt Noah’s sons—in fact, an argument could be made that it had helped them.
“Well?” his father said.
“Give me your sling,” Laban said, holding out his hand.
“You’re not going to take it away,” howled Ben-Hadad.
“Give it to me,” Laban said.
Little Ben-Hadad weighed the sling in his hand. Then he snarled at his grandfather, “I hate you.” And he turned and sprinted away.
“Ben-Hadad, you come back here,” Laban shouted.
The nine-year-old boy ducked his head and turned a corner, running hard.
Laban sighed. What was wrong with today’s youth?
“You should spank him,” his father said again.
Laban massaged his forehead.
“Those peacocks cost me a lot of money. I know Ben-Hadad can’t pay for them.”
Laban hesitated, but then he nodded and dug in his pocket, withdrawing several shekels. “Will this cover it?”
His father glanced at the coins with distaste, although he held out his hand. “That will do, I suppose.”
Laban dribbled them over, mumbled a few more words and wondered how he should deal with Ben-Hadad. The best thing might be to start him working, make him earn the shekels back. Still, he was only a boy. A rueful smile twisted his mouth. His boy had been able to sling each peacock in the head.
He soon walked into his house, a small building. He found his oldest brother Ebal drinking his wine and talking with his wife at the kitchen table.
“Laban,” said his wife, Mara, a beautiful woman. “You’re home early.”
He wondered why she looked flushed. His brother Ebal sat back, eyeing him. Ebal had a huge gut, was ox-strong and sneered at everyone. Ebal thought himself the smartest man in the world.
Laban plopped down and poured himself a glass of wine. Tasting it, he was surprised to find it was their best jug, the one they saved for celebrations. “What’s the occasion?”
Blushing, his wife turned to Ebal.
Ebal lifted his glass. “I’ll tell you what’s the occasion. Work at Chemosh pays well.” He quaffed his wine at a swallow.
“They didn’t rob you?” Laban asked. “They didn’t drag you behind a shed and beat you because you were related to Noah?”
“They wouldn’t dare,” his oldest brother said.
“Ymir wouldn’t dare?” Laban asked.
“He wasn’t there,” admitted Ebal. “Naamah sent him west on a raiding expedition. For what she’s planning, she’ll need lots of gold and silver, believe me. You should see it, Laban. A man could work there his entire life.”
“What’s she doing?” Laban asked.
“They say Naamah left the Ark deeply impressed with Noah’s zeal. A terribly misplaced zeal to be sure, concerning a wicked view of Jehovah.”
“Wicked in what way?” Laban asked.
“I’m no philosopher or priest. But I can tell you this: Naamah has sent for the great Par Alexander. And she sent for Prophet Zohar. He’s to teach people the true nature of Jehovah. They say she’s decided that a fanatic shouldn’t show more love—in his perverted sense of Jehovah—than one who sees clearly. Thus, she has sworn to build temples on a vaster scale than the Ark, to show the world that Jehovah is love, not a vain and judgmental ogre. But the main point is that she needs skilled carpenters and that she pays well.”
Laban mulled that over.
“Did you get paid today?” Mara asked.
Laban dug out his silver shekels and slapped them on the table.
Ebal peered at the money, while Mara frowned. “Is that all?” she asked.
“I had to give some of it to father.”
“Whatever for?” said Mara in that scolding way Laban had come to loathe.
He told them about Ben-Hadad, his sling and the peacocks.
Ebal laughed, while Mara complained first about his father demanding money and second that Laban had actually paid when he knew she needed the money to buy that painting of Saul’s she so desperately wanted.
“What painting is this?” Ebal asked.
“‘Nudes on a Beach,’” Mara said. “It’s very provocative. Laban doesn’t like it, of course, but I think it would be lovely for our bedroom. Just the sort of thing that would add spice to—” She giggled. “—To Laban’s efforts.”
“Consider it bought,” Ebal said. “As a gift—for the both of you,” he added, giving Laban a lewd leer.
Mara clapped her hands, smiling sweetly at Ebal.
“No, no,” Laban said. “We can’t have you do that.”
“Of course we can,” Mara said. “After all, you don’t have the money to buy it. So why not let your older brother do us this little favor?”
“It’s no problem about the money,” Ebal said. “Not with the wages to be had at Chemosh.”
“Why don’t you work there?” Mara asked. “It would be much better than trying to teach others how to use that tiny weapon of yours.”
Ebal laughed. “They say size doesn’t matter. That it is knowing how to use what you have that counts.”
“Well, I don’t think that’s true,” Mara said. “Size does matter.”
Ebal laughed again, nodding in agreement, as he slapped his massive belly.
Laban rubbed his forehead—it felt as if an axe was going to split it. He poured himself another cup of wine. He didn’t know where he was going to get work next. As Mara and Ebal chattered, he pondered the problem. He wondered what this Prophet Zohar was like and what he had to say. What his family needed was some good influences. Maybe working at Chemosh would be just the thing.
“Do you think it’s safe?” he asked Ebal.
“Eh? What’s that?”
“Working at Chemosh,” Laban said. “Do you think it’s safe?”
“Brother, it’s the safest place on Earth. It’s holy ground, don’t you know.”
Intrigued, Laban began to ask more questions.
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A bell clanged.
Europa glanced out the window at the impatient old ink merchant. He was a withered ancient wearing color-stained garments and a floppy hat. He had several great-grandsons, one of them ringing the bell and the others holding spears, guarding his heavily laden donkeys with their leather jugs and glass jars.
She’d had dealings with Wu for years, but that didn’t make him trustworthy even if he and his great grandsons were in the yard and field hands patrolled the parapets. Slavery had become the rage, with an inexhaustible demand for bodies. Even ink merchants might try their hand at kidnapping.
Europa chewed her lip as she drew the curtain.
Ham scraped his breakfast bowl, looking around until Rahab slopped him more. Impossible that the little orphan girl had succeeded where she, a king’s daughter, had failed. What did Ham see in Rahab he hadn’t in any of her sisters?
The bell clanged and in his querulous voice, Wu called her name. For an old man he was quite impatient, and she was his best customer. It was due to her letter writing, to her brothers and sisters and to the captors who held the remaining few.
“Europa,” Wu wailed. “I have arrived. I have ink.”
“Ham,” she said.
He looked up, with porridge smeared on his mouth.
Rahab took the porridge pot back to the kitchen, glancing over her shoulder. In that brief instant, they both knew. Like a spark, the knowledge leaped between them. Europa never accepted defeat, not with her father’s lost kingdom and certainly not with Ham the marriageable prize.
“Won’t you join me?” Europa asked.
“Where?” Ham asked, with his mouth full.
“I’m dickering with Wu and have become worried about abductions.”
“Take some hounds,” Ham suggested.
“I prefer armed company.”
Ham sighed, pushing away the porridge bowl.
“You missed a spot,” Europa said, touching the corner of her mouth.
He wiped away the smear and brushed it on his breeches.
“I think I’ll join you,” Rahab said, popping back out the kitchen.
Before Europa could think of a reply, Gaea called. Rahab hesitated, but Gaea called again and saved Europa from inventing some delicate subterfuge.
Linking an arm with Ham’s, Europa marched through the house. “You’ve made a remarkable recovery,” she said.
“Thanks to Rahab,” he said.
“Hmm, yes,” she said, deciding not to directly insult the orphan girl. Men took up the oddest causes.
They stepped onto the veranda and Wu’s petulant frown transformed into a twisted smile, exposing old brown teeth and a face mapped by a thousand wrinkles. He motioned her near and immediately began chattering about new inks and dyes as he fumbled examples off a donkey.
Out of the corner of her eye, Europa noticed that Ham seemed bored. It distracted her from customary sharp bargaining.
She bought several jugs of cuttlefish and octopus ink. When threatened by sea predators, the cuttlefish and octopus spewed ink from special sacs and then fled in the opposite direction. Cuttlefish gave brown ink called sepia, while octopuses produced a deeply black ink, most impressive when used on the finest papyrus. Europa saved the combination for her most important letters.
Ham’s interest sparked when Wu explained a new synthetic ink. He called it alchiber. It was composed of lampblack, made by burning rosin and mixed with gum, honey, and pressed into small cakes. To use it, one merely added water.
Europa shook her head. Cuttlefish and octopus ink, she’d stick to that.
Wu turned secretive, glancing about, hunching his thin shoulders. The spear-armed great grandsons also loomed closer.
Europa signaled Ham as her stomach tightened. The old coot was actually going to try kidnapping her.
Wu took out a piece of cloth of an amazing color, a deep purple.
It shocked Europa, leaving her mouth open. “What kind of cloth is that?”
“It isn’t the cloth,” Wu explained, “but the dye.” He spoke about murex shellfish. It came from the sea-bottom, cut loose by dagger-armed divers. It was rare and costly.
Europa shook her head.
Next, Wu took out a square of paper with gold lettering that glittered in the sunlight.
Europa noticed the shift in his eyes. Wu had her and he knew it. They haggled, but she simply had to have some gold ink. It would make impressive documents, new deeds for a new kingdom—her father’s restored kingdom.
Coins exchanged hands. She implored Wu to stay and enjoy their hospitality, but he begged off, the young men helping him onto a donkey.
Europa grinned as she showed Ham the jar of gold ink.
“He cheated you,” Ham said.
She shook her head. “Maybe he got the better of the dickering, but this ink, Ham… Do you understand what makes it so valuable?”
“Words are words, Europa, no matter what ink you use.”
“Oh no, there you are wrong. Noble thoughts must be expressed with noble ink.”
“If you say so.”
“Ham, the appearance of things is important. It sways people. It adds dignity.” A thought struck her. “Take for instance a man’s wife. A noble lady of noble lineage who looks the part gives grace and dignity to her husband.”
“Like your sisters?”
“Yes! Ham, I know you understand. I know that’s why you chose Naamah. She is evil, certainly, but her bearing is queenly. None can deny that. I fear that in being hurt by Naamah you have leapt the other way. Perhaps you punish yourself by going to the other extreme.”
He smiled. “Europa, Europa… You don’t understand.”
“Rahab is a fine girl. And she helped restore you to health. But you need to consider your future. Married to one of my sisters will make you royalty. And when our kingdom is retaken—”
“—No,” he said.
The finality startled her, so for a moment she could only blink.
“Why bother with your father’s lost kingdom? The Flood will destroy it. Then all your scheming and hard work will have been in vain.”
“Of course I agree,” Europa said smoothly, having had this argument with Japheth. “But remember that Noah has been building the Ark for over one hundred years. Why not another hundred? In the interim, you, Japheth and I can enjoy the privileges of royalty. We can—”
“Listen to me. I learned one thing while being broken. My father is right. The world is doomed. So to build in this world is folly. It’s the next one I’m concerned about, and in that world, Rahab is the woman I want. She may not be as pretty as your sisters are, although in my eyes she’s more beautiful than a sunset. But her character is worth a thousand kingdoms and I know she loves me for me. If you think about it, you’ll realize that none of your sisters could ever match Rahab in those qualities.”
Europa bristled. She didn’t see that at all.
Ham bid her goodbye and strolled into the house.
Europa gave herself a moment to recover from his slanderous accusations. Then she berated herself for handling that poorly. If only he could see, could understand the way she did. She spied Rahab then, hurrying across the yard with a basket, glancing at her, no doubt to see what was going on. Stiffly, Europa scooped up the first several ink-jugs and headed into the house to put them away. It was time to make a new plan.
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Chemosh was a surprise. It reminded Laban of an overturned anthill. There was boiling activity, furious movement, running here and running there, madness in motion.
The old stone walls had been demolished and the houses flattened. Lumber, stone and marble from the ruins had gone into massive piles, almost entirely used up by the time Laban arrived. Now a pall of dust and smoke hung over the new city, over the entire vale. Chemosh was located in a bowl-shaped depression, with a ring of low hills around it. The dust billowed from legions of slaves as they dragged colossal quarried stones. Smoke funneled into the heavens from a hundred fires as men dried green wood into seasoned lumber.
Ymir had collected slaves, driven by whip-wielding overseers and spearmen of Nod. Charioteers patrolled the low hills, while huntsmen tracked any escaped slaves. The poor wretches in the labor-gangs preformed grueling grunt-work, dragging and lifting massive blocks and setting the foundations for incredible plinths, obelisks and temples.
Performing the skilled labor were hosts of carpenters, stonemasons, bricklayers, sculptors and woodcarvers. Keeping them tooled, supplied and content were numberless bronze-masters, metalsmiths, quarrymen, leatherworkers, rope-makers, bakers, brewers, actors, singers, storytellers, harlots and charlatans claiming to be able to cure any ill.
Through Ymir’s conquests, silver and gold poured into Chemosh. Now it poured out in a torrent almost as fast, to pay all these workers.
A vast tent city circled the works, as if they laid siege to it. In one of the tents, Laban stored his possessions. The second day, Ebal introduced him to his foreman, a freed slave. Thereafter Laban hammered on a gargantuan feasting hall for Ymir and his Slayers. It was a hall named Valhalla. It had many doors and arches. Sculptors and woodcutters had adorned it with images of wolves and eagles. Laban overheard that on completion Valhalla would hold thousands of shields, mailcoats and wooden beasts, representing the battlefield and the grave.
Not all his time went into construction. He gawked at the sights and listened to many weird philosophies and new religions. Seen from Noah’s perspective, Chemosh was wicked. Sexual immoralities ran the gamut from fornication to adultery to homosexuality and even uglier. Worse, hundreds of slave-cultists worshipped Queen Naamah. She participated in the services and was known as the Harlot Mother. Shame was unknown at Chemosh, an alien concept. Lewdness abounded and passions ran amok.
To resist infidelity, Laban concentrated on work and, surprisingly, found comfort in Prophet Zohar.
On the ninth day, as Ebal and he sat outside a booth, a skyclad (naked) old man with a skeletal torso and a long white beard shuffled past as he spoke with a spearman.
Laban snorted and almost spilled his soup. “Where do they dig up these people?”
“That’s the Prophet Zohar,” Ebal said.
“Him?”
Ebal slid off his stool, grabbing Laban by the arm. “I’ll show you.”
Laban tossed a shekel onto the counter, and they followed the skeletal old man past the city of tents and to a huge old, oak tree. Others also followed, trying to eavesdrop on the conversation.
The old man regarded them, and the spearman fell silent.
“He’s going to speak,” Ebal whispered.
Laban and he had managed to jostle to the front of the crowd.
Prophet Zohar faced ill-clad, temple harlots, slaves, slave-masters, spearmen and hirelings like Laban.
The white-bearded prophet raised rickety, scabby arms. He had crazed eyes and a piercing way of staring. He began by speaking on the wonders of love, the rhapsody of harmony and peace. “Each person,” he said, “comes to Jehovah in his own way and through his own merits and understanding. Some don’t even worship Jehovah, but they sense the beauty of nature and the harmony of life. They too are blessed. For Jehovah is love. He breathes love. He gives love like a farmer tossing grain. Upon everyone, Jehovah showers goodness. Therefore, my children, don’t judge. Don’t weigh others in the balance. Accept one another as children of Jehovah and you shall be blessed.”
People whispered among themselves, nodding.
Laban waited for more. But Zohar turned to the spearman and together they strolled away, holding hands. Those gathered around also drifted off.
“That’s it?” Laban asked. “Jehovah is love? Don’t judge?”
Ebal made up for Zohar’s lack by pontificating the rest of the evening.
Laban found that according to Ebal he shouldn’t judge those who acted in ways he thought of as wicked. He retorted that neither then should others judge him for remaining faithful to his wife.
On that score, they had a running debate. Because of all the lewd sights he witnessed during the day, Laban had confided in Ebal that he was tempted to visit a brothel.
“A Temple of Love,” corrected Ebal, “not a brothel.”
In any case, Laban resisted such ‘worship,’ even though Ebal never tired of telling him that a man should conform to his surroundings. “When in Uruk one should do as those of Uruk do,” was an ancient proverb. Ebal insisted that the sexual pressures and tensions that built up inside a man would after a time cause him to go mad unless he relieved them.
Days later, Ebal added a new twist. He hinted that Laban wasn’t as virile as others were. “That’s why you always practice with your short sword. It’s to prove your manhood in the only way left you.”
Two weeks later Laban heard Par Alexander. The philosopher was a tall, stoop-shouldered man with short, silver hair, huge, staring eyes and wore a disheveled toga. He spoke in a rich, persuasive voice.
The philosopher climbed a wooden platform after supper and soon a crowd gathered. Merchants stood in their splendid robes, together with spearmen and learned elders from some of the nearby clan compounds. A long barracks made up the background, and as Laban glanced around, he realized this was the practice square for the mercenary soldiers from Nod.
“How do we know anything?” Par Alexander began. “Through our senses is the common answer, through our eyes, ears, nose, tongue and fingertips, through these we filter the world. So everything is obvious, is it not? A tree falls because you see it and hear it crash. A wall exists because your foot hurts when kicking it. Watermelons taste sweet because that’s the sense you gain on eating it. Thus, everything is known. Even a fool knows that much. Isn’t that right?”
Laban found himself nodding with everyone else.
“Ah,” said Par Alexander, holding up a gnarly finger. “Wait a moment. There is a problem. In a dream one runs with all his might and yet gains no ground. Sometimes you leap skyward and fly like a bird or a pterodactyl. You ‘know’ the dream to be true, or you think you know, because you feel the dream-wind blowing on your dream-face. Then you wake up, blinking, aching to go back to sleep and relive the sense of flying. Now the problem is this. In the dream, you understand it to be true because you see, smell, taste and touch. And in life, you understand it to be true for exactly the same reasons. Yet in one instance the five senses play you false and in the other they are true, correct?”
Laban squinted at the stoop-shouldered philosopher, trying to understand what he was getting at.
Par Alexander fixed his wise, sad eyes on them. “Listen, my friends, how do you know when you’re dreaming and when you’re awake? Please don’t tell me because in your waking hours you see, touch and hear, because I’ll tell you that’s exactly how you ‘know’ things are real in your dreams. But people say dreams are not really real. My first question is, ‘How do you know the dreams are false?’ The answer of course is that you can’t know. So if you can’t know by resorting to your eyes, ears and nose, then how do you know you’re awake? Ah… I see some of you blinking and scratching your head. You must realize by now that you can’t say, ‘I know because I see you flapping your lips and I hear your nonsense words.’ So if we can’t use our senses to tell us, then we can’t know. And if we can’t know, then at this very instant we could be dreaming. If we could be dreaming… well, everyone knows there is no good or bad in a dream, there is just what you like and dislike. Therefore, friends, since you could be thinking all this up—or dreaming it—whatever you decide to do is neither good nor bad, just simply what you decide to do. So I tell you plainly. Do whatever you please. That is the only logical course to take.”
After that, Laban almost headed to a Temple of Love. In the end, he remembered that he was going to Ham’s wedding and would soon see Uncle Noah. He didn’t want the old man to know his guilt just from looking at his face.
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Rahab sat transfixed. She was terrified she was simply imagining this. Reality had always been harsh. As if in a dream, she sat on a stool, wearing white, with Ruth brushing her hair until it shone. Perfumes wafted upon her, a hat with a veil waited on a nearby stand. Today—
The door opened.
Rahab’s heart skipped. She knew her husband-to-be was impetuous, given to action without thought. She feared this was he, come to see her before the wedding and thus inadvertently cursing them. Everyone knew the groom shouldn’t see his bride before the wedding. It was an ancient custom.
But it was Europa who entered.
That surprised Rahab. The two of them seldom spoke. In the past Europa gave her orders, as she did to the many servants. But there were fewer maids and field hands these days, only a handful really. And since Ham had proposed marriage, she seemed to have become invisible to Europa.
The tall wife of Japheth was strong-willed and competitive, and Rahab knew that Europa considered her marriage to Ham as a personal defeat.
Ruth quit brushing her hair.
Gaea, unfortunately, had already gone to see the guests.
Rahab swallowed in a dry throat, not daring to meet Europa’s gaze.
“Can I speak to Rahab alone?” Europa asked.
Ruth hesitated.
“Please,” Europa said.
Ruth laid a reassuring hand on Rahab’s shoulder. “I forgot to bring your gloves. I’ll only be a moment.” The wife of Shem rose.
Rahab peeked up. Her two sisters-in-law traded glances.
Europa smiled or grimaced, it was hard to tell which. “Please,” she said again.
“I hope you remember that this is her wedding day,” Ruth said.
“The reason why I’m here,” Europa said.
Rahab refrained from squeaking. She looked down, holding her hands, squeezing, telling herself to be brave. She married a brave husband. The least he deserved was a bit of courage from his wife-to-be. She breathed deeply, heard the door close and faced her sister-in-law-to-be.
Europa smiled sadly. She was so beautiful, so confident, radiant, a true king’s daughter. Thus, it surprised Rahab when Europa knelt before her, laying a hand on one of her small knees.
“I congratulate you on your coming marriage,” Europa said.
“Thank you,” whispered Rahab.
“Your faithful service has won his heart. When he was weak, you were strong. And you poured yourself out to him, selflessly. You will be a good wife, I know. I pray that you have many strong sons and beautiful daughters.”
Rahab searched those blue eyes. She knew this was hard for Europa. Then a wave of compassion filled her. “Oh thank you, Europa. Thank you. This means so much to me.” She tried to embrace the former king’s daughter, close to tears, so glad they wouldn’t be foes.
Europa stiffened at her touch, and she withdrew, pulling away, standing.
Rahab swallowed back tears.
“I’m… I’m sorry,” Europa said, but Rahab wondered now if it was genuine. As Europa seemed to grope for words, she picked up the hat and veil. “I tried to marry one of my sisters to Ham. You know that, yes?”
Rahab nodded.
A sardonic smile crossed that beautiful face. “Since Ymir’s arrival none of my sisters have visited our Keep. They grow afraid, or they vie for Queen Naamah’s blessing. Some have moved far away, believing that father’s kingdom—his former kingdom—will soon be swallowed up in Ymir’s conquests. Others think they can drive out our father’s conquerors and then hurry to Chemosh, there to ally themselves with Naamah and thus keep the kingdom.” Europa set aside the hat and veil. “Perhaps a flood really does come. Then what use striving? What use a kingdom?”
The door opened. A wary Ruth stepped within, with Rahab’s white gloves.
Europa moved elegantly, patting Ruth’s arm. Then she exited and closed the door behind her.
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Ham buttoned his coat and combed his hair. He enjoyed the butterfly feeling in his stomach. Rahab was to be his wife. Tonight…ah, tonight he would be like Adam seeing his Eve for the very first time. They would become one flesh.
His father called it a mystery.
His mother called it fulfilling.
His grandfather said Jehovah gave great gifts, and that He had given man woman and the wonder each felt for the other only proved divine love.
His oldest brother said very little. They still didn’t speak much.
Shem said it all with the tiny grin he’d given him while nudging him on the shoulder.
Ham didn’t really feel his feet touch the ground as he strolled to the main house. Only a few guests had shown, two to be precise, but he wasn’t really aware of that either. Methuselah had come without his wife. According to him, she was feeling ill. Laban’s wife had also been feeling ill, or so Laban had mumbled. No one else from the clan compound had accepted his invitation.
Ham shook hands all around and was hardly aware of them congratulating him and slapping him on the back. They wore long robes and golden sashes; their was hair oiled and beards were carefully combed. His mother wore a white dress. They were in two circles: Grandfather Lamech in his chair, with Shem and Japheth around him and Methuselah, Noah, Gaea, Ham and Laban standing by a table.
“Laban has been telling us about his work at Chemosh,” Gaea said.
“Oh,” Ham said.
Laban shifted uncomfortably. He had arrived this morning straight from Chemosh. “I needed the money and they pay well.”
“You could always work here,” Noah said.
Laban squirmed.
“Then you’d be closer to home,” Noah said. “You could see your wife and children more.”
“True, true,” Laban said, avoiding looking at his uncle.
“No, Noah,” Methuselah said, “I’m afraid you don’t understand how unpopular you’ve become. If Laban worked here, he would be unwelcome at the compound. It’s not just his own welfare he has to consider, but that of his wife and children.”
“I don’t know,” Noah said. “I have some idea of my unpopularity. And it’s his welfare I’m thinking of.”
“Yes, of course.” Methuselah twisted his lips. “But concerning the first point, you understand your status, it simply doesn’t bother you.”
“That isn’t true,” Noah said.
“Come now,” chided Methuselah. “Under that thick skin of yours you have feelings?”
Gaea scowled, while Noah stroked his long white beard.
“No, I shouldn’t have said that,” Methuselah said. “It’s not a matter of thick skin, but your obedience to Jehovah.” 
Laban coughed sharply into his hand.
“Ah,” Gaea said. “You don’t agree with that?”
“Me?” Laban asked. “No. I had something stuck in my throat.”
“We know the so-called Prophet Zohar is in Chemosh,” Gaea said. “Some of our field hands have been whispering about him. They’ve heard the compound workers who went to Chemosh repeating his sayings.”
“Have you seen this Zohar?” Methuselah asked.
“Once or twice,” admitted Laban. He pursed his lips. “Actually, Prophet Zohar encourages the people. He’s very beneficial. The men at Chemosh… They feel much like you, Uncle Noah. That they’ve been called by Jehovah to build a magnificent edifice to Him.”
“Do they really?” Gaea asked.
“Yes, very much so,” Laban said.
“Have they given up their magic arts?” Gaea asked. “Have they freed their slaves and stopped quarreling and fighting among themselves? Have they smashed their idols and do they give alms to the poor and have they stopped violating little boys?”
“Some of them have,” Laban said.
“Which of those things?” Gaea asked.
“Well…I’ve seen some give alms to the poor.”
Gaea smiled. “I’m sure of that. No doubt, a production is made of tossing shekels to the poor or ringing bells as they hand out bread. They let everyone see their good works.”
“As examples to the rest of us,” Laban said.
“Is that what Prophet Zohar calls it?” Gaea asked.
“As a matter of fact he does,” Laban said.
“Wait a moment,” Methuselah said. “They believe Jehovah has given them the task?”
“That’s right,” Laban said.
“Yet they still have idols?” Methuselah asked.
Laban nodded. “Prophet Zohar says that each man must come to Jehovah in his own way. Some understand Him best when they can see His image. Thus idols are good rather than bad.”
“As in an idol of a leering demon being good?” Gaea asked.
“There are many facets to Jehovah,” Laban said, “many sides to Him that to ordinary men might seem contradictory but really aren’t. After all, who can claim to know all there is to know about Jehovah?”
“Prophet Zohar,” Gaea said.
“No, no,” Laban said. “He’s very modest. He says so himself. And he lives simply—more simply than any of us live. He wanders the country skyclad as he preaches about Jehovah. He’s very gaunt, and his beard is longer than yours, Uncle Noah.”
“Is that how one measures a truth-teller?” Gaea asked.
“Of course not,” Laban said. “It’s just that—when you see the prophet you know that there stands a man of Jehovah. He radiates believability. You just know that he’s heard voices none of us have.”
There was a moment of silence. Until Noah said, “If these men don’t repent of their sins then how can Prophet Zohar be said to lead them in the ways of Jehovah?”
“But that’s just it!” Laban said. “Prophet Zohar… he says that Jehovah isn’t cruel and judgmental, but is full of love.”
“Jehovah is love,” Noah said.
“Exactly,” Laban said. “Love accepts us as we are. Thus, Jehovah opens His arms to all. The people at Chemosh respond to that. Oh, you should see our worship services. People sing to Jehovah and clap and cheer and pray constantly to Him.”
“But they don’t repent?” Noah asked.
“Love doesn’t ask one to repent,” Laban said. “Love is accepting. It unites and applauds diversity.”
“Now that’s very interesting,” Noah said. “Do you love your son?”
“Of course,” Laban said.
“But by following Prophet Zohar’s teaching you should love everyone, correct?”
“Yes.”
“And by love that means you should accept each person as he is, warts and whatever possible flaws are in his character?”
“I have no right to judge,” Laban said. “For my view of Jehovah might be different than his. For instance, if two blind men touched a mammoth, one the trunk and the other the leg, they would both have different concepts of it. So it is with Jehovah.”
“I understand your logic,” Noah said. “Now you love your son and a man walks up to him and with a club bashes him over the head. Will you judge this man as bad?”
Laban blinked at Noah.
“I suspect that you, Laban, as a master swordsman, will indeed judge this man. Perhaps you will even cut him. Am I wrong?”
Laban blew out his cheeks. “I wouldn’t cut him, Uncle Noah, I’d kill him.”
“So Prophet Zohar is wrong, it seems,” Noah said. “One can judge. In fact, to truly love your son you must judge.”
“That’s an extreme case,” muttered Laban.
“Aren’t all moral cases extreme?” Noah asked. “At least, once you follow them to their logical conclusion?”
Laban shrugged uncomfortably.
“As for the blind men and the elephant, that is all well and good,” Noah said. “But Jehovah has chosen to make Himself known by telling us about Himself. Yet some men, most men these days, then proceed to say to Jehovah, ‘No. I will make up my own version of You, and in doing so I will call You a liar.’“
“Aren’t you judging Prophet Zohar?” Laban asked.
“Jehovah judges him,” Noah said. “I merely accept Jehovah’s verdict and the label of this Zohar as a false prophet.”
“How do you know you’re right?” Laban asked. “That you have Jehovah’s verdict?”
“By the word Jehovah has given us,” Noah said. “You might also consider this. Either Jehovah is holy and takes great exception to sin or He isn’t moral, isn’t a righteous judge and therefore how can one say He is Jehovah at all? If Jehovah winks at murder that means there are men who have a higher moral standard than He does, which is a ridiculous thing to say. Thus, Zohar is revealed and seen for what he really is, a preacher of deception and delusion. I agree with you that he hears voices. Whose voice he listens to is the critical question.”
Gaea interrupted by squeezing Laban’s shoulder. “Take my advice and leave Chemosh. It’s corrupting you, filling you with falsehoods as Noah has so eloquently pointed out. You know the truth, Laban. Now stake all on boldly accepting the truth and coming here to the Ark. Do it so that you may save yourself and your family.”
Laban rubbed his chin, and he couldn’t understand why his heart thudded so hard.
“Jehovah’s wrath is near to overflowing,” Noah said quietly. “Soon a great and mighty doom will sweep everyone and everything into oblivion. The Flood will show mankind the folly of rebellion and the folly of making up new beliefs concerning Him.”
“But how does that teach man?” Laban asked in agony. “If you destroy him he can’t possibly learn from it.”
“It punishes almost the entire majority of mankind,” Noah said. “For after a time a man’s heart becomes hardened to Jehovah’s entries. So, too, does a society sometimes reach this terrible state. Once that point or state is reached Jehovah’s love seems to change; at least to that man it seems to. Then the Creator’s love becomes as a burning flame that destroys instead of purifies. Repent, Laban, and turn to Jehovah while you can. So that you may be among the few who survive the coming wrath.”
“Yes,” Laban said. “Yes, what you say makes sense.” He closed his eyes, thinking deeply, nodding shortly as he peered at Noah and Gaea. “I will speak with my wife tomorrow when I go home. I will tell her… I will tell her that we must move out to your Keep. I will tell her that we must escape the coming wrath of Jehovah by finding room on the Ark.”
“A wise decision,” Gaea said.
“Ah,” whispered Ham. “At last.”
Heads swiveled as the door opened, Ruth coming through. “She’s coming,” Ruth said breathlessly. “The bride approaches.”
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With his hand on his sword hilt, Laban mulled over his decision as he hurried home in the darkness. The stars blazed overhead like diamonds as he trod Methuselah’s Lane.
Growing fog soon dampened his clothes and made him long for his warm bed and for his even warmer wife. Oh, they didn’t always get along, not as they had when they were young. She nagged him too much and sometimes she wielded her favors like a weapon, saying yes or no in bed depending on whether he had done as she had nagged. But after weeks away… he grinned, increasing his pace.
Thus in the middle of the night when the fog was thickest he arrived at the clan compound. He cupped his hands and shouted for the night watchman. Soon a sleepy-voiced man querulously asked what he wanted.
“It’s Laban. Let me in.”
“Laban? Your brother Ebal said you were staying at Noah’s Keep tonight.”
“Well, I’m back early. So open up—and be quick about it.”
After a little more argument, his third cousin did just that.
Laban rubbed his shoulders, wanting to get out of his sodden clothes and into bed. His wife had better be in the mood tonight, he thought sourly. As he slipped into his house, he decided to give her a little surprise. So he tiptoed through the hallways so not even their dogs stirred. Then he eased open his bedroom door, and he was shocked to hear a man’s voice.
“Mara? Mara? Are you awake?”
“Oh, not again, Ebal,” whispered Laban’s wife. “You’ve tired me out. You’re like a bull—not anything like Laban. All I have to do is say no to him and he stops. But you won’t let me say no, will you?”
“Get over here, woman,” Ebal growled.
Laban’s shock was complete. He gave it away with only a soft intake of breath. He almost stumbled backward out of his bedroom. Surely then he would have kept on stumbling, hot tears falling down his cheeks as he staggered from his house in defeat. Instead, he held himself perfectly still. In the darkness, upon the threshold of his own bedroom, he listened. He didn’t know at what moment it occurred, but suddenly rage overcame him.
“Shhh,” Mara said.
“What’s wrong?” Ebal grunted.
“Did you hear that?” Mara asked, with fear in her voice.
Laban froze, with his sword in hand.
“I don’t hear anything,” Ebal said.
“I could have sworn I heard the floorboard creak,” Mara said.
“You’re imagining things,” Ebal said. “Now where were we?”
Those were Ebal’s last words, for Laban went berserk.
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They buried Lamech on a hill a quarter league from the Ark and under a lone cedar tree. He had been 777 years old. Fresh dirt lay before the tombstone. On the stone was chiseled 874—1651 A.C. (After Creation)
Methuselah called him the best of all his sons. Noah attributed his godly upbringing to a Jehovah-fearing father. They would miss Lamech, yet they had the glorious hope of seeing him again someday in heaven. Toward the end of the ceremony, Ham saw sunlight flash in the distance as if from shields and polished lance tips. He counted five chariots speeding toward them, coming over the Mounds.
Eagle-eyed Shem took several steps down the hill. “They fly Ymir’s standard.”
“Ymir?” Japheth asked. “What does he want now?”
Shem squinted. “No, I don’t see the giant, just charioteers.”
“It’s Laban,” Methuselah said. The old patriarch wore a long white robe and leaned on a gnarled staff, a silver ring winking on one of his big fingers. For murdering Ebal and Mara, Methuselah had banished Laban. It had been an unpopular decision, and six weeks later while Methuselah had visited Noah’s new menagerie a clan mob had rampaged through his mansion, looting what had taken him nine hundred years to collect. His wife divorced him and Methuselah had moved into the Keep. That had almost been a year ago.
“How can you be sure it’s Laban?” Europa asked.
“I released a pigeon yesterday,” Methuselah said. “I sent him word of Lamech’s death.”
Noah frowned. “I fear that Laban is beyond our reach now. He made his choice when he returned to Chemosh.”
“He was ready to move here,” Gaea said, “ready to join us building the Ark.”
“Why are my offspring so stubborn?” Methuselah cried. “Why do they persist in resisting Jehovah?”
“Because the end of everything is near,” Noah said. “Evil grows and consumes those who should know better, driving them to deeds of increasing darkness. I fear that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts are only evil all the time.”
“We should return to the Keep,” Europa said.
“I’m staying,” Ham said.
His father eyed him.
“Take Rahab,” Ham said. “I-I wish to speak with Laban alone.”
“Are you certain this is wise?” Gaea asked, in a tone that said it wasn’t.
Ham didn’t know when he’d ever done anything that was wise, except for marrying Rahab. “I killed Jubal and thus in a sense I drove Laban away the first time. I owe him.”
Noah gave him a shrewd glance before starting down the hill with Shem and Methuselah. Japheth and Europa followed.
“Why does he come with four other chariots?” Rahab asked. “Husband, please, come home with me.”
“Soon,” Ham said. “Now go with the others.”
She fled down the hill with Ruth.
Gaea remained. His mother had been watching the chariots. “Remember one thing, my son, Naamah is poison.”
“What does she have to do with this?”
Gaea studied her youngest son, then turned and hurried after Noah.
Ham seemed to deflate as he limped to the lone cedar tree. His hip hurt. He needed wine. He waited, thinking upon a woman that had once bathed in a river.
Later, the rattle of chariots and the snorts of horses broke Ham’s reveries. He limped to the grave to wait.
A terse word of command stilled the rattle of unseen chariots. Horses whinnied from the bottom of the hill. In a clatter and clank of his panoply, a chariot-warrior climbed the hill. They were a grim addition to the soldiers of Kedorlaomer and his sons, to the forces of Queen Naamah. These warriors, picked heroes or champions, wore full armor such as the man approaching Ham did. Bronze greaves protected his legs, a breastplate guarded his torso and a massive bronze helmet covered his head. The helmet was all of one piece, elegant workmanship and a stifling five pounds in weight. Arrows caromed off such a helmet, while swords banged off ineffectually. Even direct thrusts by spears found it difficult to penetrate to the face. The carefully beaten bronze—forged and created by a master smith, extended all the way back to the warrior’s neck, and its cheek pieces and nose guard swept in to form just a Y-opening, hiding the warrior’s identity and fully protecting his face to all but lucky or supremely forceful blows. A special bronze holder rose like a crest on the helmet’s top, and to that was attached flowing horsehair, adding to the warrior’s martial appearance and during battle deflecting sword swings or blocking descending arrows. The man bore a heavy shield on his left arm, with a carrying sling wound across his neck, while in his right he held a long, ash lance with a length of razor-sharp bronze on the end.
These champions were shock troops, heavy infantry, bursting through enemy lines and creating terror and confusion. In their chariots, wielding heavy lances, they seemed invincible. Since the addition of the heavy chariots, and whenever they appeared en masse, the queen’s armies had won sweeping victories, unchecked by anyone.
“Is that you, Laban?”
The warrior halted, and he looked to the right and to the left. “Where are the others?”
“Gone,” Ham said.
The eyes within the shadow of the Y seemed to harden. Then a grim chuckle emerged as from a hollow place—an effect of the cavernous helmet. “Scurry to your holes, for Laban the Killer approaches. So why didn’t you run?”
Ham shrugged. What had happened to his cousin during this long year?
“Well, no matter. I’m glad one of you waited.”
Cold entered Ham’s bowels.
Laban shrugged off his shield, laying it on the grass. Across it, he set the lance. With both hands, he lifted the helmet. It indeed was Laban, an older, almost mirror image of Ham. Only… the eyes were harder, colder, and a scar deformed the left cheek.
“It’s good to see you, Laban.” Ham limped near and held out his hand.
Laban grinned, flashing strong white teeth. They clasped hands. Each was a powerful man.
“Yes, it’s been too long,” Laban said. “Now tell me, without lies, why did the others leave?”
Ham dropped his gaze.
“They’re not really afraid of me, are they?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Good. I’m still the same Laban. Maybe I wear armor and have gained a scar in Queen Naamah’s service, but I was a swordsman before, yes?”
Ham nodded.
Laban slapped his armored chest. “But I’m more than a simple swordsman these days. I’m a heavy charioteer, a commander.”
“A commander?” Ham couldn’t keep the amazement out of his voice. To be a heavy chariot-warrior in the queen’s host was to be a champion. To then be a commander of champions…
Laban flashed his grin. “I could tell you stories, Ham. Ymir is mad for glory. When someone says to him, ‘It would be impossible to face that crowd, let us retreat,’ that’s when Ymir orders us to form ranks and charge. Dust flies everywhere. Arrows flash past you. Lances dip and tear flesh. Oh, then you know whether you have courage or whether it’s merely water in your veins. Well, I fought a battle or two on foot and someone must have noticed my abilities. A lifetime of practice finally paid off. They made me a captain of fifty. It was a fantastic ceremony, Ham, held in the Temple of Love. Queen Naamah herself…”
Laban laughed and slapped Ham on the shoulder. “You don’t want to hear all that. It would offend your Jehovah-sensitive sensibilities. Although… I’ve heard how you once found Queen Naamah alone in a river. You acted the part of a man, eh?”
“Where did you hear about that?”
Laban winked. “From the queen, no less. Ham, she’s still fond of you.”
“That…that can’t be true.”
“Why not?”
Ham groped for words, and he told himself he was married now.
Laban laughed. “The truth, Ham, is that you helped me with your little escapade. Set the stage for me, as it were.”
“How did I do that?”
“You and I look more alike than any other of our brothers or cousins. I suspect that’s why she first noticed me. Why she sent Kedorlaomer and then Ymir to convince me to fight rather than cut lumber all my life. Men like us, Ham…What good is building something when men of war simply take it? Let others break their backs hewing trees, adzing and hammering. Let others beat gold into jewelry or harvest the crops. Let the dupes and simpletons bow and scrape and wake up early each day to stumble off to work. That’s no longer for me. Now I march where I will and take what I can win. It’s all about sharp bronze blades and about wine and women. To live, to taste life on the edge, so each moment is cherished and valued. Ah, that’s what I’ve learned. Come through a battle where you follow Ymir into the thickest fray, hear the screams of the slain, the grunts of warriors and spears as they screech across armor. When you see swords flash before you, men bellowing like stricken oxen, trying to hold in their gory stomachs, ah, when you experience all that and come out alive, then you understand how precious your life is. That’s when you learn to truly live and only then.”
Ham nodded.
“But enough of that. It all probably sounds rather sordid to you. You probably still look at everything through Noah’s blinders.”
“You mean the Ark?”
“The Ark, Jehovah and this insane idea of the end of the world. I’m amazed I actually used to half believe it.”
“You… You don’t believe in Jehovah anymore?”
“What I can carve with my blade, the glory I can gain, those are things I believe in.”
“Then why did you return?”
Laban pursed his lips. “A man should pay his respects. I… Did any of them from the clan compound come?”
Ham shook his head.
Laban turned away. “They’re afraid, you know.”
“Afraid of what?”
“Noah. Jehovah.”
“And you’re not?”
“Me?” Laban snorted. “I fear nothing, not since…” His dark eyes smoldered. Then he moved to the grave, his armor clanking as he bent to one knee and bowed his head.
Ham limped near.
“Did he have any last words?” Laban asked.
Ham thought about the ancient prophecy. He decided it wasn’t something his cousin wanted to hear.
While still on his knee, Laban looked up. “Well, did he or didn’t he?”
“He did.”
“Out with it, man! What did he say?”
Ham hesitated, thinking about the chariots and their occupants at the bottom of the hill.
“Are you afraid?” Laban asked.
Ham stiffened. “You want to hear his last words?”
“Do you think I’m a prince’s fool? That I bandy words to make men laugh?”
“Why do you want to know?”
Laban looked back to the grave before Ham could be certain whether he saw fear. “Everyone knows that at death, at the door to the other side, that sometimes a man sees visions of… of…”
“The future?”
“Yes,” whispered Laban.
Doubts fill him, Ham realized. Could someone still reach Laban? “I sat beside him as he died, just Grandfather Lamech and me. He said, ‘Everything is so beautiful.’”
“Nothing else?” Laban asked.
“Yes. ‘Sovereign Lord Most High.’”
Laban squinted. “Was he delirious?”
“No.”
“You’re certain?”
“We spoke together. He spoke. Lamech was lucid to the very end.”
“What did he speak about?”
Ham hesitated.
“Ah, this is what you fear to tell me. Yes, I read it in your eyes. Naamah has taught me much.”
“Naamah?” Ham asked. “You speak to her?”
Laban laughed as he jangled to his feet. “Speak? Oh, Ham, I do much more than just speak. How do you think I’ve risen so high so quickly?”
The jealousy flared before Ham knew it was there and before he could control it. “Do you wish to hear grandfather’s warning? Is that why you’ve come? It’s a reiteration of Enoch’s old prophecy. ‘See, the Lord is coming with thousands upon thousands of his holy ones to judge everyone, and to convict all the ungodly of all the ungodly acts they have done in the ungodly way, and of all the harsh words ungodly sinners have spoken against him.’”
The smile drained from Laban’s face. “She said you would try to weaken me.” He rested his hand on his sword hilt. “Tell me. What has your father been saying about me?”
Ham glanced at the sword. He knew how good Laban was. But he said, “That you’ve hardened your heart.”
“Yes! I’ve become strong, fearless, a warrior.”
“And you sleep with Naamah?”
Once more, a magnetic grin flashed across the scarred face. “I’ll let you in on a secret, Ham. I’ll rule Chemosh someday. I’ll ascend the throne and command giants. Naamah thinks to use me, but I will use her.”
“Why did you come back, really?”
Laban’s eyes flashed. “There’s strength in Clan Methuselah, a power. You can see it when you’re among others. At first, I didn’t understand that, but I do now. If Clan Methuselah could unite, could combine its people into one military unit.”
“Under you?”
“Why not me?” Laban asked. “The things I’ve learned this past year, the tactics and the strategies. I could lead us to glory, Ham. We could make a name for ourselves that will blaze throughout the ages. For I have learned secrets, paths to power. Ham, join me. Become my strong right arm. You won’t regret it. I can honestly tell you that I haven’t.”
“But the Flood, Laban, you’re forgetting about the coming Flood.”
“Flood! Ham, there isn’t going to be any flood. Any fool can see that.”
“You’re wrong,” Ham said, thinking about the angel he’d seen on the night Ymir had almost killed him.
“Philosopher’s are fools,” Laban said, “at least for the most part. But Par Alexander understands one simple truth.”
“What’s that?”
“For as long as you can remember there has never been this thing called rain. Fog lifts from the ground at night, but never drops of water out of the sky. Since as long as any man remembers, for as long as the records go back, rain has never fallen. There has never been a flood. Water bubbles out of the ground and flows downstream to the oceans. The rivers neither overflow their banks nor do the oceans rise to swamp the land. A limit has been placed upon each. Thus, the cycle of life goes on and on and on. What has been will continue to be. Jehovah…suppose He did exist. Where is the proof? No one worships Him anymore, except for a handful of fanatics like your father and brothers. But I know you’re smarter than that. You once understood as I did. So you can see that if Jehovah existed He would have acted by now. No deity would tolerate the world turning against Him. It’s self-evident that if He does exist that other powers are just as strong as He is. But that’s not even the point. Nature itself is stronger than Jehovah is. The uniformity of things as they’ve always been proves the thesis.”
“Jehovah wishes that none would perish,” Ham said slowly.
“Why would Jehovah wish for something so softhearted?”
“Because Jehovah is filled with mercy,” Ham said.
“If that’s true then He surely wouldn’t destroy the world.”
“Yes He would, because Jehovah is also holy and just.”
“You think it is right that He wipe out everyone—you find that just, you think that is holy?”
“What I think doesn’t matter,” Ham said. “Simply that I’m on the right side of Jehovah.”
“That sounds like cowardice. Even if Jehovah were real, I wouldn’t bow to Him. I’d fight such a tyrant ‘til the end of time.”
“Not me, not anymore. I believe—”
“You’re a fanatic and a madman! By Azel, I knew I shouldn’t have come. It’s simply…can’t you see you’re throwing away a chance to be remembered forever? That you can carve a name for yourself that none will ever be able to take away?”
“Why fight for something that’s soon not going to exist?”
Laban sneered. “We’ll see, cousin. For your sake, this flood had better happen soon. Because once I rule Chemosh and once I conquer the clan compound… I’m not so sure I’ll let the Ark stand.”
It dawned on Ham that the wise thing would be to stop arguing.
Laban kept talking, bragging, boasting of things to come, until finally he said, “Very well. I’ve given you fair warning.”
“You have,” Ham said.
“So your mind is made up to stay?”
“It is.”
Laban grinned evilly. “Is there anything you want me to tell Queen Naamah?”
Even though he knew he shouldn’t, Ham said, “Yes. Tell her… Tell her I still think about her.”
“I will,” Laban said, marching to his shield and spear. “Perhaps you’ll see her again some day when I drag you and your father to Chemosh and throw you at her feet.”
“Maybe so,” Ham said.
Slipping on the shield and picking up his lance, Laban regarded Ham through the helmet. “Hail and farewell, cousin. Until we meet again.”
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Years passed. Europa’s hard work in finding her sisters wealthy husbands and finding her brothers well-connected wives paid off in a great pooling of riches and the hiring of an army of sell-swords. Europa’s oldest brother led the mercenary host, and in a brilliant campaign retook their father’s kingdom, expelling the brigands and hanging their chief. Patents of nobility went to each contributor of funds, with the oldest brother crowned king. During these grants, everyone managed to overlook Europa’s years of labor. She hadn’t clinked any shekels into the war chest, so how could she expect a reward? Thus, she waited in vain for anyone to remember her efforts.
Europa grew morose over it, sullen and finally bitter.
Then her brother the king heralded the birth of a son, the firstborn prince of the realm. Frankly, it was a small kingdom, as such went. And it teetered on the brink of destruction. For it held key territory on the other side of the great forest on the road to Arad. Arad was the only possible political entity with the power to stand against Queen Naamah, and thus sooner or later the small kingdom would find itself in a grim power struggle.
These things made little impression upon Europa’s thoughts. The newborn prince, a child, a son, a baby—practically all her siblings had them. But she didn’t. Europa wept to Japheth that she was barren. Endlessly, she pointed out the terrible fate life held for her. She was empty, childless, a useless being without sense or purpose. What had she ever done that Jehovah hated her so?
Japheth pointed out that neither Ruth nor Rahab had children. That turned Europa introspective. She pondered the implications.
Her hands were no longer so smooth and clean. Almost all the maidservants had departed, leaving the drudgework for the three sons’ wives. Naturally, Gaea outworked all of them. Still, lye for washing clothes had burnt Europa’s hands red. Tannin, alum and gallnuts, used in leatherwork, had stained and roughened her hands. A hundred other chores like needlework, handling wool, grinding wheat and pulling weeds had built unwanted calluses. Her paternal sisters meanwhile, each with many children or at least pregnant, lived in the opulence of royalty.
It simply wasn’t fair.
She eyed Rahab one day sweeping the kitchen. Europa, four times as old although with still her youthful beauty, sat at the table shelling peas. Rahab, smaller, darker and considerably weaker, smiled as she swept, working a tiny pile of dust into the room’s center.
“Can I ask you a question?” Europa asked.
Rahab paused in mid-sweep, looking up.
“Why are you so happy?”
“What do you mean?”
“We work night and day, with never a break,” Europa said. “Certain doom from Chemosh awaits us each morning and we have no children.”
Rahab turned thoughtful.
“Now maybe you haven’t noticed it yet,” Europa said. “You’ve only been married a short while. But neither Ruth nor I have children. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”
Lines appeared in Rahab’s forehead.
“You do want children, don’t you?”
“Of course,” said Rahab.
“That’s too bad.”
“Why?”
Europa laughed. “Did you just hear what I said? Ruth and I have never had babies. We’re cursed. Surely you must be too.”
“Cursed?”
“Certainly,” Europa said. “What other explanation is there?”
“Who cursed us?”
Europa drummed her fingers on the table. “That’s a good question. It can’t be Jehovah—for we’re daughters-in-law of Noah. But if it isn’t Jehovah… who has the power to make their curses stick? If it’s the enemies of Jehovah… does that mean if they can make curses stick that they can prevent the flood from happening?”
Rahab set aside her broom and sat across from Europa. “You look tired. Why not lie down and I’ll finish shelling the peas.”
Europa inspected her hands. Then she glanced at Rahab’s small hands. “Hold them out. Let me see them.”
Rahab held out her fingers, with a hint of a frown building. Europa hadn’t used that commanding tone on her since… since she’d been married.
Europa gripped Rahab’s hands, studying them. “They look the same as ever.” She frowned. “I suppose that makes sense. You were born to this sort of thing, while I…” She sighed forlornly. “I was born a king’s daughter. Now I’m a peasant.” She clenched her hands and bit her lip, fighting back tears. “Life is cruel, Rahab. No one remembers the hard work you do. The instant you relax your guard…” Europa shook her head. “Have I been a fool?”
“No,” Rahab said. She didn’t like the peasant remark. It rankled. Maybe she should simply ignore it. “Soon the flood comes.”
“Does it? Does it really? How do you know that?”
“Because Noah—”
“Noah?” Europa said. “Mad old Noah?” She laughed. “We’re fools, Rahab. We’ve been duped. But…” Europa lifted her chin. She rose. “I am a king’s daughter. I will endure as long as anyone else does.” She glanced at the peas and then at her hands. “Yes. I will lie down. I-I feel…” She massaged her forehead. “I don’t feel well.”
As she left, Rahab picked up the broom, worried for Europa. The pressures around them intensified every day. Poor Europa. If the world didn’t end soon…
“Trust Jehovah,” she told herself. For Jehovah had given her a second chance, a life with a strong man, a good husband and wonderful parents-in-laws. It was more than she deserved. After all, she wasn’t a king’s daughter. She was just a peasant.
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As the Ark neared completion, Methuselah and Ham enlarged the wild animal menagerie. Despite the interesting work, ancient Methuselah never got over his clan expulsion. He ate sparingly, lost weight and his silver hair thinned. Still, the novelty of building a massive menagerie fired the old man’s imagination. He waxed eloquent on the feeding habits of hyenas. As a boy, he had camped out at night and seen the cowardly beasts pull down a long-horned bosk. Then lions had happened by and driven the hyenas from their kill. Later in the morning, when people trudged to their fields, they saw the hyenas circling the gorged lions. Naturally, people thought the lion had been the killer and the hyenas waited to scavenge.
Or Methuselah, who had almost lived a thousand years, brushed this hand through the air, caught a spider dangling from its nearly invisible thread and discoursed about it for hours.
Workers hammered, dug pits and poured water at Methuselah’s directions. Beastcatchers parked creaking wagons at the entrance, with snarling leopards pacing back and forth behind wooden bars or bawling cave bears. Sharp bargaining commenced and soon thereafter another beast entered the zoo.
A tall fence surrounded acres upon acres of cages. Paths crisscrossed everywhere, and on them ancient Methuselah shuffled, his eyes aglow as he muttered tales about the latest beast. Beside him limped Ham, listening, learning and marveling on all his great-grandfather knew.
Some months Ham went on expeditions, sitting on bouncing wagon-boards, going with the beastcatchers as they trundled to nearby plains to net zebras or snag leaping gazelles. One time, charioteers raced a shaggy rhinoceros, roping the animal’s almost nonexistent neck. Through an amazing feat of chariotry and cool expertise, they brought the snorting rhinoceros into a wooden cage. These rough experts wrestled pythons into sacks or slithered down trees with panda cubs under their arms. Crocodile hunters joined them in an expedition down the river. Their method for snaring the reptilian beasts, the tough skin used for shields and the inner organs in certain religious rites, was extraordinary. First, they baited a bronze hook with a chine of pork, throwing it in the water while they hid along reedy banks. Then they beat a live pig, making it squeal. Splashing into the river, rushing to the squealing pig, the crocodiles encountered the baited pork and swallowed it, setting the vicious hook. The crocodile hunters then hauled the dangerous beast ashore, slinging mud into its eyes, blinding it and then in relative ease dispatching it. Their capturing of crocodiles this time instead of simple slaying was a derivative of the basic plan.
All Methuselah’s vast wealth, accumulated over the centuries, poured out in a torrent to buy more and more beasts. Up went another shed. In came wagonloads of hay or oats. Workers trekked to them in search of employment, stayed until Noah’s preaching disgusted them, and then made room by leaving for new arrivals.
As the menagerie neared its final size, sightseers came, paying to wander the dusty lanes, awed at the elephants, giraffes, bison, elk, aurochs, dodo birds and water buffaloes and wolves, lions and sabertooth cats. Raccoons and gophers, hawks and pigeons, and salamanders and scorpions made up section after section of the wild animal zoo of Mad Noah. All the while Methuselah, Ham and sometimes Noah and Japheth observed the beasts, studying which ones did the best in captivity and how little space the various animals could survive in.
“We won’t ride out the Flood in luxury,” Noah told them, “and neither will the animals. It’s survival plain and simple, nothing more. So keep that in mind as you finish your tests.”
Ham, perhaps the most inventive among them, bent his thoughts toward several key problems. How, while in the Ark, would they rid themselves of the vast quantity of manure? Since at present it looked as if only eight people would board, how would they be able to generate enough man-hours for the varied tasks? He was forever testing theories and inventing laborsaving devices and methods.
Perhaps his greatest discovery was that nearly all the herbivores, the rhinoceroses, elephants and giraffes, could survive on the same feed as cattle.
“That’s going to make things a lot easier,” Ham said. “Now we won’t have to stockpile all sorts of select feed for each particular beast.”
“How can the Ark hold so much hay?” Methuselah asked. Along with Ham, he made various calculations on bulk and cargo space.
After months of experimentation, Ham figured that one too. “The horses can get by on less hay than we at first thought. Oats is highly fibrous and can make up the majority of their diet. And if it works for horses, it will work for the others that are like them in dietary habits. Oats is denser food and takes less space than the amount of hay that would otherwise be needed.”
Among many species, they found that some hated confinement to an intense degree or that it made them weak so they sickened and died or roared and bleated endlessly or got some other disease and wasted into nothing. But among that same species, others had greater tolerance toward being penned. Those with such tolerance they kept, the others they sold in order to buy more of that same kind until they found the good ones, at least good in terms of prolonged confinement adaptability.
As the menagerie grew so did knowledge of it and even notoriety. That in turn brought more gawkers. More thus heard Noah’s warning to repent while there was time. While a few…
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Noah, Ham, Ikkesh, an obese ambassador from Arad, and the captain of the Red Blades strolled down the menagerie path together. Cages filled with tigers, antelopes, ibex and smaller pens of rabbits, raccoons and rattlesnakes stood under leather-stretched awnings. A variety of roars and bleats and squawks vied against the hammering of new pens and the constant axing of planks. Workers with water-buckets waddled past while others guided dogcarts filled with hay, oats or hunks of meat.
Ham knew their guests troubled his father. Noah gave away his unease because he strolled with his gopher-wood staff and hadn’t yet preached to these two prominent men. Not since Ymir and Queen Naamah had such important people taken time to investigate the Ark.
They paused at the crocodile pit, leaning over the low fence to gaze at the reptilian monsters sunning themselves in the mud.
The captain of the Red Blades, a grizzled veteran with short, gray hair, cupped his hand around Ikkesh’s ear in a feminine manner. The captain indicated the crocodiles.
Ham shivered. A glance at his father showed placid features. It was a front. Even more than himself, his father loathed the homosexuality that had taken hold of the people of Arad.
The Red Blades were a manifestation of it. They practiced a deadly form of hand-to-hand combat. With swords little bigger than daggers and expert in their use, they closed in packs and hewed like a swarm of piranha. Whenever the Red Blades won, the defeated lay with hacked-off limbs and slashed vitals. Each Red Blade also had a warrior lover. Older men were encouraged to seek out the younger and form trysts. The theory was that no bearded veteran was liable to flee while his particular boy fought beside him, and if the boy died the veteran surely would seek revenge and thus fight all the harder.
The Red Blades had become widely feared and distinctive in their red cloaks, heavy, square shields and dagger-swords. Because of them Arad dared stand in the path of the conquering armies of Chemosh. In the past year, the king of Arad, from the other side of the Great Forest, sought allies against Queen Naamah. This visit, apparently, had something to do with that.
Ikkesh the Ambassador, a blubbery man with baby-fat cheeks and with a robe of purple silk, waved pudgy fingers that were adorned with rings of ruby, diamond and garnet. “That crocodile yonder must have cost a pretty sum, hmm.”
“No more than most,” Noah said.
“No?” Ikkesh asked. “But that is a prime monster, a specimen to excite the masses.”
“What masses?” Noah asked.
“Ah,” Ikkesh said, smiling. “You are wily, Noah, and so is Queen Naamah. Yet surely you do not think the king of Arad is so easily duped as that.”
Noah glanced at Ham, who shrugged.
Ikkesh produced a hanky, mopping his gleaming face. He seemed to sweat abnormally easily. “Are they trained?”
“How do you mean?” Noah asked.
Ikkesh grinned. “In Nod, in their coliseums, are exquisitely trained beasts. Wild animal shows are very popular, I hear.”
Noah shrugged.
Ikkesh mopped his face again before tucking away his hanky. “We have spies in Nod, you understand, in the capital. A story came to us of their training techniques. For we learned that even big cats like sabertooths and lions seldom seek men out, and in the glare of the coliseum with its sparkling sand and the roar of the mighty crowds, the beasts tend to slink to the sides. They tend then to avoid the condemned criminals instead of devouring them. But if they are trained… ah, then it is very interesting. This cruel training, I’m told, must begin early. Aggressive cubs are sought, the mean ones. Then—in this instance a leopard—the half-grown cub is put into a small ring. There a padded beast-trainer pretending to be nervous approaches the cub. The instant the cub swipes at the man, the trainer falls, rolling in apparent agony. To his pads are tied bits of meat. This the leopard devours and thus his training in aggressiveness toward men begins.”
“What’s so cruel about that?” Ham asked.
Ikkesh chuckled. “Indeed, very little, for as the cub grows the trainer continually loses these bouts and the leopard feeds and his confidence increases. At other times when he eats, the cub is only given human flesh, until he will touch no other. In Nod, in the arenas, I’m told, are wagonloads of such meats. Now, as the cub reaches maturity, slaves have their arms broken and their teeth knocked out and are only then put in the ring with the beast. At the end of his training, when the cat is utterly confident of his powers, unarmed slaves are given him. But even then, a trainer with a spear stands ready to help the cat overcome someone too powerful. These exquisitely trained sabertooths, lions, leopards, and, I suppose, crocodiles, are put into the thundering coliseums with its sparkling sand and they eagerly, to the roars of delight of the crowd, devour the condemned criminals.”
“A ghastly process,” Noah said.
“Indeed, indeed,” Ikkesh said, smirking, waiting for something, it seemed. Then, giving Noah a careful scrutiny, he said, “I don’t understand your variety. Why keep all these small animals? In Nod they use mammoths as well as sabertooths, not gophers or monkeys.”
“The variety is easily explained,” Noah said. “When the Flood destroys the world only the beasts and the people within the Ark will survive. In order to repopulate the empty lands, variety will be imperative.”
Ikkesh chuckled politely.
The captain of the Red Blades, however, Bera, who had grown agitated during Ikkesh’s story, now scowled and motioned to some veterans. They hurried near, burly men with beards.
“Come now, Noah,” Ikkesh said. “I’ll admit you’ve staged an elaborate deception. That boat yonder—simply impressive. The locals must be awed into believing your tale of impending woe. Yet speaking as we have together I’ve come to see you’re no fool.”
“This is a rare endorsement,” Noah said.
“No, no,” Ikkesh said. “You shouldn’t take offense. For I’ve not meant to give it. What I ask, though, is that you not offend me.”
“What?” Ham said. “How have we possibly offended you?”
Noah shook his head at Ham.
“Hmm,” Ikkesh said, who produced a fan, and with quick flicks shooed away flies. “Please keep in mind that the Red Blades are ready to die to the last man for the glory of Arad. That glory, I might add, ill takes to abuse or insult.”
“And don’t be thinking we’ll be doing the dying this afternoon,” growled Bera.
“If it should come to that,” Ikkesh said.
“It just might,” Bera said. “So keep that in mind when you address the ambassador.”
Noah gripped his gopher-wood staff, leaning on it, peering from under his bushy-white eyebrows. “We thank you for your warning. You humble me by it.”
“No need to take it so hard,” Ikkesh said.
“Ah,” Noah said. “I suspect you misunderstand. You humble me by your zeal for the glory of Arad. Yet that is a kingdom of people. How then should we feel about the eternal kingdom?”
“Please, Noah,” Ikkesh said, “I’ve warned you we won’t be taken in by your act.”
“I too am willing to die,” Noah said, “but not for my glory or for that of any earthly kingdom. Ambassador, this world has forgotten its Creator. To Him should be given glory.”
Ikkesh sighed. “You want to play your little game I see. Very well, bring out your Jehovah so we may speak to him.”
“Yes!” Bera said. “Bring him out to me. My boys can have a little fun then.”
“A Flood comes,” Noah said. “That is why I construct the Ark. That is why I gather the animals. For on the Day of Judgment all who mock Jehovah, all who have forgotten to honor Him, will face His terrible wrath. I warn you, gentlemen, it is not a light thing for a sinner to fall into the hands of an angry Jehovah.”
“Nor is it a light thing to mock the ambassador of Arad,” Ikkesh said.
Noah straightened. “You must repent of your arrogance, you must give up your desire for strange flesh and you must fall before the Lord and beg His mercy and cry out that He forgive you. Then He shall. For Jehovah is merciful and desires that none perish.”
“Jehovah,” Bera said. “I see no Jehovah. Show me Jehovah.”
“Open your eyes,” Noah said, “so that you may see His handiwork. For His eternal power and divine nature are understood by the creation. All men know this, but by hardening your hearts and lying to yourselves, you deny the truth. For although you know Jehovah you neither glorify him as Jehovah nor give thanks to Him, but your thinking has become futile and so your foolish hearts are darkened.”
“Silence!” Bera roared. “You will be silent.”
“I will speak the truth,” Noah said.
“Truth?” Bera peered at the sky. “Jehovah! Do you hear me? Do you see me? If so, then I defy you. I challenge you this instant to slay me. Come down and face me if you dare.”
Everyone, even the waiting veterans, paused, glancing skyward.
Bera sneered at Noah. “Nothing happened.”
“But it did,” Noah said.
“What happened?”
“You stored up more of Jehovah’s wrath against you. Now you are in even greater danger than before.”
Bera’s eyes goggled and he turned to Ikkesh. “It is insulting to be taken for fools.”
“Now, now, we mustn’t become too irritable,” Ikkesh said. “You’ve had your say, and our host surely realizes by now that I need merely give the command and you will engage in bloody mayhem.”
“He has insulted the glory of Arad,” Bera said. “And that stripling of his keeps twisting his mouth as if he can’t stand the sight of us. Any more of that and I’ll let the lads drag these two into the tents so they can teach them why it isn’t wise to test our patience.”
Ham bristled, pointed at Bera—Noah laid a restraining hand on his forearm and shook his head.
“At last you are showing wisdom,” Ikkesh said.
“You are our guests,” Noah said.
“Then start treating us like guests,” Bera spat.
“How would you suggest we do that?” Noah asked.
“Have you no young men around?” Bera asked. “My warriors like fresh sport.”
“Here we do not practice such perversions,” Noah said.
Bera scowled and snapped his fingers. “Like that, old man, and your menagerie can be fired and you and your sons brutalized, castrated and blinded. We’ve given you more than fair warning that the ambassador represents the glory of the king of Arad, while I am his strong right arm.”
Ham, in cold fury at these insults, limped near and swung his cane, knocking Bera’s helmet from the crook of his burly arm. Bera snarled and snatched for his sword. Ham struck again, hitting the captain’s hand. Bera, who had led the Red Blades for over thirty years, roared in pain. Ham swung a third time, striking Bera’s skull with the knotty part of his cane. With a dull thud it connected.
Bera fell unconscious into the arms of his startled veterans.
A pack of hounds, shaggy hunting dogs that had faced lions and bears, loped to Ham as he whistled. They bared fangs so Ikkesh backed against the crocodile fence, his features pale, while the veterans shrank from the massive beasts.
“No!” Noah said. “Ham, restrain them.”
Ham hesitated. Then he wrapped his fingers in the fur of the lead dog, a monster brute. “Heel!”
Stiff-legged, the dogs backed away, although they kept their eyes on the veterans.
“That was not my intention,” Noah said.
Ikkesh licked his lips, as he seemed visibly to fight for self-control.
“You are my guests,” Noah said. “None of you shall be harmed.”
“What… What of the captain?” Ikkesh said.
“He’s coming around,” one of the veterans said.
“Ham, you’ll have to apologize.”
“But father, did you hear what they threatened us with?”
Noah laughed. “When haven’t we been threatened? Hurry now, he’s coming around. I want you to apologize.”
“As a gesture of good will,” Ikkesh said, “why don’t you have your son escort the captain into our tent? They may socialize there, and that will also allow you and me to speak together in peace.”
Noah gave Ikkesh a level stare. “I shall warn you this once. Proffer any of your abominations to me or mine and none of you shall leave alive.”
Ikkesh glanced at the dogs. They watched him. “I appreciate your candor, Noah. But you have assaulted through your son an officer of Arad. That is an act of war. How do you propose to face the might of Arad—unless you are an ally of Queen Naamah?”
“I am no ally of hers nor will I go to her because of this,” Noah said.
“Then you must ally with us,” Ikkesh said. “For surely you realize that the Red Blades will… will demand revenge for what your son has done.”
“No,” Noah said. “You will flee soon, never to return.”
Ikkesh appeared perplexed. “You said you have no army.”
“Nor do I.”
“Then your threats are meaningless.”
“Ambassador,” Noah said, “why did you come? What is your reason for being here?”
Ikkesh opened his mouth.
“The short answer will do,” Noah said.
“Sir,” a veteran said. “Shall I summon the rest of the men?”
“Not yet,” Ikkesh said.
Bera groaned, holding his head. He was pale and his eyes unfocused.
“Are you in league with the king of Nod?” Ikkesh asked.
“With Nod?” asked Noah, surprised. “Why should you think that?”
Ikkesh indicated the menagerie. “Clearly, you gather animals for Queen Naamah.”
“What?”
“As I said, our spies have been to Nod. So it’s no use denying it any longer. Our spies have seen the games there, the wild animals devouring the unlucky and the gladiators butchering each other to the roars of the crowd. We know Queen Naamah must plan likewise in Chemosh. Oh, they have been busy in Chemosh these past years. Naamah has raised marble temples along with plinths, obelisks and giant statues. Sculptors and artisans of rare ability ply their genius at Chemosh. Yet how to entertain the hordes who have flocked there? Because of you we now understand how.”
“Me?” Noah asked.
Ikkesh gave him a wry look. “Your menagerie makes it self-evident. And the growing network of beastcatchers even more so. Through this, through what we saw in Nod—for the king there is Naamah’s nephew and surely gave her the idea—we realize that you must be leagued with the queen.”
Noah blinked before he threw back his head and roared with laughter. It caused the hounds to lift their heads, and it made the veterans bristle.
“What’s so funny?” asked a crimson-faced Ikkesh.
Noah shook his head. “No, it isn’t funny really. It’s sad.”
“Sad?” Ikkesh asked. “Then why do you laugh?”
That sobered Noah, who glanced at Ham. “They so can’t believe the coming judgment that any wild fancy will take its place. They think we gather the animals for a coliseum, for blood-sports.”
Ham nodded, although he was more concerned about figuring out a way to keep from apologizing.
“Ambassador,” Noah said. “What—”
Bera’s groan cut him off. The broad-shouldered captain staggered to his feet. “Kill them! Kill them all.”
“A moment,” Ikkesh said.
Bera pointed at Ham. “Bring that one to the tents, stripped.”
Ham molded his lips to whistle for more hounds, when from outside the menagerie horns pealed. Every one listened. The horns blew again, mingling with the throated shouts of warriors on the attack.
“That’s Laban’s call,” Ham said.
“Laban?” Bera asked. “Queen Naamah’s champion?”
“Look,” a veteran shouted. “Fire!”
From the other side of the wooden wall smoke billowed. The smoke funneled black and oily. From there shrill screams of butchery sounded amid the renewed blasts of horns.
“The tents,” a different veteran shouted.
“To arms! To arms!” Bera shouted, shuffling toward the gate. His veterans followed, while Ikkesh went white with fear.
“What treachery is this?” Ikkesh whispered.
“Bring the dogs,” ordered Noah.
Ham whistled and ran after his father, who together with Ikkesh moved to the menagerie gate.
They made it in time to witness terrible scenes of slaughter. The silk tents that the Red Blades had pitched earlier outside the menagerie now blazed with crackling flames, with thrown torches atop them. Out of the tents stumbled disheveled, sleepy-eyed warriors, to die screaming as arrows hissed into them. For around the tents wheeled chariots of Chemosh. Archers shot heavy arrows, driven by powerful composite bows. Bera and his veterans glanced at one another and then the captain put on his helmet as he shouted instructions. They drew their dagger-swords or picked up rocks and charged. It was a brave but pitiful gesture. Arrows cut them down until Bera staggered alone with a rock in his hands.
A cunning charioteer swooped from behind and threw a lariat. The loop dropped over Bera and brutally tightened around his ankles, pitching him to the ground. The warrior leapt from the chariot and pounced upon the captain, hogtying his arms. The warrior—it was Laban—ran back onto the chariot, drew his lance and led another charge.
The Red Blades who had escaped the burning tents and the butchery, together with the pursing charioteers, moved like overgrown mice through the fields.
Ikkesh trembled and with a groan sank to his knees. In his costly silk robe, he crawled to Noah. “Oh save me, save me, don’t let them kill me.”
“Think, Ikkesh,” Noah said. “Consider what it will be like on the day Jehovah judges the Earth. Then it will be too late for mercy. Then what you see here will be nothing in comparison.”
“Save me,” wept Ikkesh.
“Father!”
Laban raced toward them, standing proudly in his thundering chariot, his lance held to the sky.
The caparisoned stallions neighed terribly, their ostrich plumes waving. The chariot swung around as the wheels churned dirt, and then the vehicle came to a shuddering halt. Through the Y-slot opening of his helmet, Laban’s eyes blazed.
“That one is mine!”
Ikkesh trembled anew, his pudgy, beringed hands clinging to Noah’s knees. 
“He is under my protection,” Noah said.
“Queen Naamah has charged me to bring him back to Chemosh,” Laban said.
Noah shook his head.
“Consider carefully,” Laban said. “For you may not plot with impunity with Queen Naamah’s enemies.”
“I do not plot,” Noah said.
Laban laughed. “I know that. But don’t think that the queen will believe it.”
“She knows it too,” Noah said.
Laban glanced over his shoulder, and for a while watched the chariots round up the survivors. “I have no wish to kill you, Uncle. Not this day. So I will station men nearby. The day Ikkesh leaves he will be captured and brought to Chemosh.”
“Then perhaps I will win my first convert,” Noah said. “Thank you.”
Laban snorted, and with a nod, he indicated the driver should leave.
As the chariot thundered off, Noah turned to Ikkesh. “You are welcome to stay as long as you work.”
“Work?” Ikkesh asked, rising, dusting his purple gown.
“If you want to eat you must work,” Noah said.
“But my rank!” protested Ikkesh.
“Means nothing here,” Noah said. “Claim it and you may walk out there.”
Ikkesh eyed the stumbling Red Blades, with ropes around their throats as they staggered behind the chariots, Bera among them. “Very well,” he said. “I will work.”
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Exhausted after a hard day of labor, Ham soaped his hands at the washbasin outside the house and scrubbed his face. Oh, but that felt good. He ached all over. Four of them had roped a near-berserk mammoth calf right at sunset, hauled and yanked on the ropes, moving it to a stronger pen. He winced as the soap stung the abrasions in his palm.
Gingerly, he dried his hands, glancing at the first stars as they appeared. If they had this much trouble with a mammoth calf, how in the world were they going to get all the animals aboard the Ark when the day of doom finally came?
Walking through the front door and unlacing his boots, kicking them off and putting them near Rahab’s dainty shoes, he felt that familiar knot of doubt. The day of doom… Would Jehovah really destroy humanity together with all the animals? The magnitude of what that meant was hard to envision, and did everyone deserve to die?
“Darling,” Rahab said, smiling as he walked into the kitchen. She kneaded dough, her hands white with flour.
He pecked her on the lips and glanced about with a frown. “What’s for supper? I don’t smell anything cooking.”
“Your mother asked us to come over tonight.”
He lifted his eyebrows, sitting at the kitchen table, picking an apple from the fruit plate. “Do you know why?” he asked, with his mouth full.
Putting the dough into a stone crock and sliding the lid into place, Rahab cleaned her hands and dried them on her apron. “Your father invited Ikkesh to supper.”
“He’s been doing that for months now,” Ham said.
“Yes, but apparently Ikkesh has finally accepted. Ikkesh said he has a grand announcement to make.”
“The ambassador is coming with us on the Ark?”
“It seems hard to believe,” agreed Rahab.
“Impossible is more like it.”
She slapped him on the shoulder. “Turn around.”
Ham rose with a grunt, turned the chair and draped his arms over the back as he sat down again. Rahab began to knead his shoulders, working him over as she had done the dough.
He groaned. “Just a little lower, please.”
Her fingers moved down his back.
“Ahhh, perfect.”
She smiled. “What a man you are. Muscles everywhere. How could I have ever been so lucky?”
“I’m the lucky one,” he said.
She leaned onto him, wrapping her arms around his neck and putting her face in his thick hair. He took hold of one of her small wrists, while his other hand intertwined with her fingers.
“What happened to your hand?” she asked.
He told her about the mammoth calf and then revealed his doubts about being able to load some of those wilder animals onto the Ark.
“Jehovah will take care of it,” she murmured.
He knew she would say that. For once, he’d like to hear her voice some doubts. Rahab was a good wife, but sometimes he wondered whether she was too good. It made him feel guilty whenever he tiptoed off by himself to get drunk. No one knew; he was certain about that. It had started with a need to ease the throb of his painful hip and turned into a need to unwind and not worry or think about everything. It wasn’t as if he lived the idyllic life. Queen Naamah and the cruel city of Chemosh lay just over the horizon. Any one of these days an army of giants led by the bene elohim in what had once been his cousin Laban would march out here and put an end to all their dreams. Yes, that had been terrible news. Laban had sacrificed his son Ben-Hadad to Azel in the grim temple of Chemosh. Horrible rites had taken place and Laban…Shem called it demon-possession. Not even Nephilim could face Laban now when the fury took hold. His cousin waded through the field of battle like a god. The Destroyer was what people were calling him, and it was said that Naamah had given birth to a new Nephilim, one spawned by Laban or the bene elohim that dwelled in the fleshy shell of his cousin’s body. The point was that the fallen ones wielded terrible supernatural powers, and Ham had begun to wonder if they might not be, when all combined, at least as strong as Jehovah was and maybe even stronger.
Unfortunately, he couldn’t tell any of his brothers that. Europa might understand, but certainly not his wife.
“Ruth says that Arad is marshalling its hosts,” Rahab said.
“What was that?” he asked, his eyelids drooping. What he’d like was to sink into a tub of hot water and soak for about an hour.
“Ruth says she overheard Ikkesh whispering to some field hands. He said that Arad was about to avenge the treacherous slaughter of the Red Blades.”
“He says that all the time.”
“Ruth says when Ikkesh caught her eavesdropping he got an eerie, frightened look and he glared at her. She thinks something strange is going on.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Are you listening?”
“Of course,” he said, his eyes closing.
“Ham.” She shook him some time later. “Ham, you have to get ready.”
“Huh? What?” He raised sleepy eyes.
“It’s time to get ready. I let you nap a few minutes, but we’ll be late if you don’t change now.”
Blinking, Ham stumbled into the bedroom and changed into clean clothes. Rahab waited by the door in a cloak, her dark hair spilling out from under her hood. She smiled as he limped near, and she looked so lovely that he dropped his cane and clamped his hands on her shoulders.
“Are you happy, Rahab?”
“Ham! Yes. You know I am.”
He kissed her, and arm in arm they stepped outside and strolled toward his parents’ house. Torches flickered on the posts and a glance showed Ham that the main gate was open. He peered back at it as they headed to the house.
“Are you happy, Ham?”
He didn’t answer. Because it struck him that none of the hounds prowled about. Usually at least one or two of them nosed him and whined for attention. He stopped.
“What’s wrong, husband?”
He looked first one way and then the other. No hounds by the barns, none lying by the well and—the kennel door was ajar!
He twisted his arm free of Rahab’s and limped for the kennel.
She trotted behind him. “Is everything all right?”
His frown turned into a scowl. There was no night watchman. Had Queen Naamah sent assassins into the Keep?
He burst into the kennel and squinted at the darkness. Usually dogs bayed with delight and scratched at the wooden slats of their pens. He whirled round when Rahab bumped him, grabbing her by the arm so she sucked in her breath.
“What’s going on, Ham?”
“Stand there,” he said, pushing her to the side. “Don’t move.”
He tapped the floor with his cane, and in the first pen, he felt a warm, limp body. With his palm on the hound’s side, he felt its ribs lift. He shook the beast, but it didn’t wake. He crawled to the next pen. That hound also slept.
“They’re drugged,” he said.
“I’m scared,” Rahab said.
He was about to tell her to run to the house, but then he realized that he had no idea what was going on. “Stay behind me and do exactly as I say.”
A single mewl of fear escaped her, but then she was silent, nodding that she understood.
He came out of the kennel with his cane in his fist, just in time to hear the cry coming from the main house.
“He has mother!” Shem shouted.
“Stop!” Noah roared. “If you harm her—”
“Back! Stay back,” thundered Ikkesh.
“Get into the kennel and stay there,” Ham hissed at his wife.
“What are you going to do?” Rahab asked.
“Now,” Ham said.
“Be careful,” whimpered Rahab. “Don’t—”
“Hurry, wife.”
Ham ran to his own house. His hip flared with pain, but in another instant, he couldn’t feel it. Behind him, he heard heavy running. He dropped his cane and sprinted faster than he had at any time since his Ymir-given injury. Crashing through his front door, he spun, reached up and grabbed the spear pegged over the door. Then he darted back outside. By torchlight, he saw five field hands bearing swords running along the side of the longest barn. Another staggered under the load of a small chest cradled in his arms like a baby.
Ham knew that chest. It was the moneybox Gaea kept under her bed. Fat Ikkesh waddled out of the shadows, with his silky hair tied in a knot. His pin-dot eyes glittered with malice and his pudgy skin shone as if greased. Ikkesh bore an axe, the blade bloody. Behind him followed a lean field hand, a man with skull-like features who had only recently hired on. He carried a woman on his shoulder: his mother, Gaea.
Methuselah, in a long, flapping robe and with a club in his gnarled hands shouted a feeble war cry as he stumbled from around a barn’s corner. The sword-wielding field hands dodged the ancient patriarch. They kept running for the open gate. The lean man with Ham’s mother on his shoulder laughed as Methuselah swung and missed. It was Ikkesh who paused. The obese guest, the one Noah had saved from butchery and thereafter preached to endlessly, snarled with savage delight at Methuselah.
“Are you Jehovah’s warrior?” Ikkesh roared.
Methuselah, 969 years of age, stumbled to the attack as he swung his club a second time. Ikkesh easily evaded the blow, and he chopped with his bloody axe, clipping the ancient patriarch on the side of the head. Methuselah went down. Ikkesh sneered, spat a glob of saliva at him and then hurried after his confederates.
The five swordsmen and the lean kidnapper had all stopped and watched the exchange, although the field hand with the treasure chest concentrated on huffing along with his prize and stumbling for the gate. Thus, it was he who first saw the wild-eyed avenger, the one running at the knot of swordsmen.
“For Methuselah!” Ham bellowed, thrusting.
The nearest swordsman turned and went down in one motion of Ham’s spear. The others, startled, surprised by Ham running in from behind them, hacked inexpertly at the shouting spear-wielder. Ham cunningly deflected a blade with his hardwood shaft, while another man sliced through his cloak but missed cutting skin by a fraction. The others simply slashed air. Then those four surviving swordsmen broke into a sprint for the gate.
Ham let them go as he braced himself. “Ikkesh, you swine!”
The former ambassador of Arad hefted his bloody axe. “Come back,” he bellowed at the others.
Ham snarled, but then he turned. He didn’t have time for Ikkesh, as much as he hated him. Ham sprinted after the lean, skull-featured man who carried his mother. That one glanced over his shoulder and spun about as he clawed at his belt for a dagger. Ham howled with rage, plunging his spear into the man’s belly, driving him back, off his feet. As the kidnapper screamed, Gaea tumbled off his shoulder and crumpled to the ground.
Noah, Shem and Japheth ran out of the shadows, weapons in hand.
Ham wretched his spear free and whirled around as Ikkesh waddled for the open gate. The ambassador hadn’t tried to help his comrade, but had used the diversion to gain ground. Ham roared with fury and—
“Ham!” Noah shouted, striding to him. His father’s white beard bristled and those bluest of eyes gleamed with wildfire. “Let them go.”
“What?” Ham asked.
Noah knelt beside Gaea as she groggily opened her eyes.
“She’s going to be all right,” said Shem, who had slid to knees to check his mother.
Relief filled Ham. Then he shouted, “Methuselah!” He ran to where his Great-Grandfather lay sprawled in the dirt, blood welling from his scalp.
“Methuselah has fallen!” Ham shouted. He glanced up as the gate swung shut—Japheth closed it—and then Ham forgot all about the treacherous field hands and ignoble Ikkesh. He devoted all his efforts to trying to keep Methuselah alive, remembering that as long as the ancient lived, the world was safe from Jehovah’s wrath.
 





Deluge
 
1.
 
A duke inspected the Ark. He had seen it once before years earlier, with a slave collar riveted to his neck. Then Noah had struck off the bronze collar and preached to the former slave. “Let Jehovah strike off your yoke of sin so you can join us aboard the Ark.”
The ex-slave had listened politely, for his sister Europa had looked on. Her agent had found him in the mines of Havilah, and had paid for and freed him. That had been then. Now he had returned with an escort, a tall sword-bearer in clean felts. Due to his sister Europa’s efforts, the duke had married well and had thus been able to lay out a heavy sum for an army of sell-swords, which in turn had gained him a dukedom in their father’s former kingdom.
After listening to Noah’s warning and inspecting the zoo, the duke spoke privately with Europa. “Our brother the king wavers, but he will ally in the end with Chemosh.” The duke hesitated as worry marred his fine features. “Your situation here is untenable, Europa. To Queen Naamah you are a fly in ointment. Eventually Noah will fall to her. What then of you, my sister?”
“If that happens, I’m doomed,” Europa said. They strolled outside the Keep, the tall sword-bearer following at a discrete distance.
The duke halted. His shifting glance seemed to take in the Keep, the nearby apricot grove and the workers pruning branches. “You did me a good turn years ago. Now I will return the favor.” He lowered his voice. “Naamah will pay for Noah’s death.”
Europa eyebrows rose.
The duke watched her sidelong. “Noah is doomed. That is a certainty. But why fall with him? You are wise, Europa. Yet what have you gained from it? You’re a drudge here, wife to a fool and daughter-in-law to a maniac. Help me in this and I will split this purse with you.”
Europa struggled to hide her astonishment. “You want me to help you murder my husband and father-in-law?”
The duke scowled. “No, no, certainly not. You may save your husband, but for the father there is no hope. In the past you were unable to profit by our brother’s victory, which was terribly sad.”
“One might almost say it was unjust.”
“Perhaps, perhaps, but on that score you mustn’t be bitter. Fortunes change. You were up when most of us were down. Now we are up and you are on the wane.”
She scowled. “Most of you are ‘up’, as you say, because I either purchased your freedom or brought you into profitable marriages.”
“I suppose that’s one way of viewing the matter.”
“What other way is there?” Europa asked, outraged.
“It’s no use getting upset over past history. The future is the thing. I’m here offering you a place in that future, to stand in the sun as night descends upon these fools.”
Europa stared at her brother. “Do you realize that one of these fools that you refer to so glibly gave me the money to buy you out of slavery?”
“Of course I realize,” the duke said with growing irritation. “As I told you, that’s why I’m here, to pay back old debts.”
“Is that what you think you’re doing?”
“What would you call it?”
“Treachery, duplicity, conniving, insulting—”
“Insulting?” he asked. “How have I insulted you?”
“Brother dear,” Europa said. “You think me so base that I’d stoop to help slaughter my father-in-law? I, at least, am not an ingrate.”
“And I am?” he asked, his voice rising.
“Answer me this,” Europa said. “What title has any of my brothers or sisters offered me?”
“How could you expect rank when you hadn’t paid any money for hiring sell-swords? There was only so much to go around.” He adjusted his cloak, visibly regaining control. “One has to be reasonable about these things.”
Tears threatened, forcing Europa to turn icy lest she cry, which she refused to do. She resumed walking, increasing her stride and making her brother hurry.
“Europa, is this your answer?”
She didn’t bother looking at him, although out of the corner of her eye she saw him glance slyly at the sword-bearer, signaling him perhaps.
“Europa.” He grabbed her arm.
She twisted her arm free and walked faster, frightened now.
“I’ve spoken to you in confidence,” he panted, trotting to keep up. “You mustn’t breathe a word of this to Noah.”
She whistled as Japheth had taught her. Hounds appeared, huge brutes wagging their tail. She halted, facing her brother and the tall bearer that had a hand on his sheathed sword.
“Go away,” she said.
“Go away?” her brother repeated.
The hounds reached her.
“Go before I set these beasts on you,” she said. “Go before you order your hireling to murder me, and force me to kill you both.”
“You wound me with words.”
“You’re a liar. I see calculation in your eyes. Go. It is your final warning.”
The duke flushed angrily. The tall sword-bearer half-drew his blade.
The hounds growled, their hackles rising.
The two men exchanged glances, the duke shaking his head. The sword-bearer rammed his blade back into its scabbard. The duke bowed stiffly. “By your leave, sister.”
“You are no relation of mine.”
“Those are proud words. I hope you live long enough to regret them.”
She wept that night and she wouldn’t tell Japheth why. In the morning, she began a long missive to her brother the king, using up all her gold ink. She skipped breakfast, lunch and begged off dinner.
In the evening, Gaea knocked on her door.
Worn, her hair in disarray, with ink stains on her fingers, Europa opened the door and slumped onto the bed.
Gaea sat beside her.
Europa wanted to cry, but she refused. Perhaps the duke had been right. She was too proud. She told Gaea about the duke and his plot to assassinate Noah. And she told Gaea about the letter she had penned, warning her brother the king to stay at arms length from Chemosh or its cunning queen would swallow him too. Ally with Arad. That alone was the logical choice.
“Europa, Europa,” Gaea said, patting the ink-stained hands. “You love your brothers and sisters, your family. That is a fine thing, noble and right. Yet now Jehovah bids us to let them go.”
“What do you mean?”
“Worry and woe will be your lot as long as you strive to build in this world. Soon all the striving, plotting and evil schemes will come to nothing. Only those who board the Ark shall be saved.”
“Do you truly believe that?”
“Don’t you?” Gaea asked.
Europa swallowed. “I don’t know what to believe.”
Gaea took a deep breath, squeezing Europa’s hands. “Send the letter if you must. But think well on what the duke proposed and how evil this world has become. Jehovah will save you out of it, but you must have faith in Him. It is imperative that you believe.”
“I’m trying to, Mother. I really am.”
“Good,” Gaea said. “Now please, come with me and let us find something to eat.”
Europa hesitated—at last nodding, rising and leaving the unsigned letter on the stand.
 





 
2.
 
Ham rolled the wheelbarrow up the Ark’s ramp and to the entrance bigger than a barn door. His father had never said how he planned shutting the door, the only one to the Ark. Ham had suggested by a pulley system, but his father’s reply had always been no. If it weren’t in the blueprint, his father wouldn’t do it.
With a grunt, Ham drove the wheelbarrow over the threshold, turned left and trundled the grain-sacks into the middle deck. There were three decks altogether. On each were hundreds of stalls, pens, cages, feeders, water bins, manure pits and a labyrinth of narrow passageways. All the windows were on the top deck, built in a row just under the ceiling. However, enough light filtered down here so he could see, at least once his eyes adjusted to the gloom.
Methuselah had died a month ago from his head injuries. They had a quiet funeral and Noah had warned them of the old prophecy, that “it would come when Methuselah died.”
Ham squeezed around the corner and trundled to a latched door, opened it and began to wrestle the grain sacks onto those already in the storage room. Everything had been constructed so eight people had enough hours in the day to take care of thousands of animals. For that reason, they had built a storage bin or room near every area of pens. They wouldn’t waste time or effort carting food from one central location to faraway animals.
A strange feeling tingled in his hands as he settled the last sack. He brushed his palms on his pants and took the empty wheelbarrow with him. He snorted, shaking his head, and he couldn’t rid himself of the tingling.
He stopped as he passed a row of bird pens. A giggle escaped him so he clamped a hand over his lips. Each of the birdcages was made of crisscrossed lathes. So when a bird relived itself the guano would fall between the lathes and land on a slanted board. The boards of twenty cages would deposit the manure into a narrow chute. A scoop hung on the wall. During the journey, one simply wheeled a barrow into here, scooped out the manure and rolled the barrow to the moon pool, the access to the sea inside the Ark.
He rolled the wheelbarrow down the ramp. His hip ached and his stomach roiled, but he kept his face blank, devoid of emotion as he approached his father.
Noah had his big hands on his hips as he regarded the Ark.
Ham stopped beside his father.
After several heartbeats Noah turned, raising bushy eyebrows.
“That’s it,” Ham said.
“It?”
“As far as the Ark goes. All the supplies are loaded.”
The lines in Noah’s forehead deepened. His shoulders slumped. He exhaled.
Ham couldn’t hold it in any longer. He laughed. “We’re done, Father. After one hundred and twenty years it’s over.”
“Over?” Noah shook his head. “Now comes the hard part.”
“The hard part? Father! You’ve been jeered at, catcalled and sneered at for as long as I’ve been alive. All that is over. We’re done.”
“No. I must go to the people one last time. While there is yet a chance to repent I must warn them.”
“You’ve been doing that for one hundred and twenty years. Why will they listen now?”
“Don’t you understand?” Noah said. “The Flood comes. They’re doomed. They will no longer be able to turn to Jehovah in mercy, but only face His holy wrath. On that day it will be too late.”
Ham frowned at the Ark.
“News!” shouted Shem, sprinting through the north gate. “I’ve news!” Dripping sweat, panting, Shem stumbled to them. “Father, the army of Chemosh comes. The outriders say they have come to burn the Ark and impale you so they can watch you die in agony.”
 





 
3.
 
The army of Chemosh trampled the wheat, oats and millet fields. Spearmen of Nod marched in the forefront. The light chariots of Kedorlaomer and his sons followed. Next came the heart of the army as they flew the Raven Banner. Ymir, in glittering armor, dwarfed everyone. Last creaked the wagons, among them the pavilion of Queen Naamah and King Laban, by their banners.
The host took up a belligerent station before the construction-yard. Hours passed. Finally, a crowd of notables detached themselves from the army and moved toward the north gate. The philosopher Par Alexander and the Prophet Zohar urged them on, with Kedorlaomer, the slave Bera and proud Ymir.
Noah appeared on the parapet and urged them to repent, to turn from sin and the coming judgment.
“You’re a fool, Noah,” Par Alexander thundered in his silk toga.
“A lunatic!” screamed the skyclad Prophet Zohar. “Jehovah loves those you call wicked. Who are you to judge?”
The Spellbinder of Ymir joined them. “The world has grown weary of your babbling, old man. We have come to impale you and your lackeys and show the world that Jehovah is dead.”
“Which is it?” Noah asked. “Does Jehovah love everyone or is he dead?”
At a signal from Ymir, mockery arose from the nearby spearmen. They roared with laughter and the army of Chemosh seemed to press in.
Suddenly the laughter ceased. Ymir turned and paled. Par Alexander groaned.
Noah rubbed his eyes before shouting to his sons. “Open the gate.”
“What?” Ham asked, like his brothers beside the inner gate, holding weapons.
“Hurry,” Noah said. “Open it.”
“Father’s mind has snapped,” Ham told his brothers. “Don’t do it. Don’t let in the army of Chemosh or we shall all die horribly.”
Shem sheathed his sword and stepped to the heavy bar. He glanced at Japheth.
“Are you sure of this?” Japheth asked.
“Help me,” Shem said.
The two wrestled with the bar as Noah hurried down the parapet stairs.
“What is it?” Ham asked. He still gripped his spear.
Noah tried to speak. His lips opened. It seemed he sleepwalked.
“What happened?” Ham asked, shaking his father’s arm.
“The animals...” Noah whispered.
“Yes?”
Noah shuffled to Gaea, taking her hand, smiling.
“What has happened, husband?”
Ham ran up the stairs and peered over the wall. He froze. His skin prickled. From the menagerie marched mammoth calves, otters, gazelles, zebras, donkeys, gorillas, skunks, pythons, rabbits, opossum, crocodiles; all the various beasts collected over the years filed in pairs or if clean animals, by sevens. They came in an orderly line or queue, without shoving, without pushing, quietly. Ham squinted. Who had opened the cages? Who had told them to march like this? Who could make them obey?
The army of Chemosh parted in amazement; the mercenary spearmen, light and heavy charioteers, Slayers, all of them.
“Impossible,” whispered Ham.
From a sunflower field marched other beasts, those they had never captured or dared to try. There were the young of dragons and behemoths. The terrible predators that in latter ages would be known as tyrannosaurs, raptor and phororhacos, an eight-foot, meat-eating beast that was kin to ostriches. Young triceratops followed, and a pair of stegosaurus calves and trachodon, bracheousars and glyptodons. They joined the menagerie of animals heading for the Ark.
Ham clutched a wooden post for support.
“Ham,” Noah shouted. “It’s time to enter the Ark.”
A rush of sound caused Ham to look up. Peacocks, pigeons and hawks, eagles, vultures and parrots, they came from everywhere. Ham moaned as archaeopteryx, pterodactyls and rhamphorhynchus flew to the Ark, no doubt seeking a berth against the coming doom.
Not since the day in Eden when Adam had first named the animals had so many different creatures been in one place at one time. Ham felt vomit burn the back of his throat. This was supernatural, the awesome power of Jehovah. No wonder the army of Chemosh gaped as if dead men, terrified of the awesome might surely arrayed against them.
Ham turned and stumbled down the stairs.
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In the rear of the army, beside the biggest wagon, King Laban, the queen and their nobles plotted. A captured Ikkesh stood among them. He had supped with Noah. Thus, the former ambassador of Arad surely knew things about Noah the rest of them didn’t. Kedorlaomer urged a swift assault, as did Par Alexander. The Prophet Zohar thought caution was in order. The demon in Laban whispered likewise and so did Ymir.
Then Ikkesh pointed a fat, shaking finger at the Ark.
Laban, arrayed in splendid robes, looked up and his face turned pale.
The entire army of Chemosh grew faint and horrified—the Slayers for some reason the most of all. A pillar of ominous smoke funneled into existence. It appeared beside the Ark, dark, roiling yet unmoving and filled with a brooding, ominous power. Then the Ark’s ramp moved. Without any visible means, the ramp creaked upward. No hand touched it, no pulley system. In some terrifying fashion, it seemed as if the pillar of smoke was the cause.
In Laban’s chest arose a hideous feeling. It clutched like a heart attack so he couldn’t breathe, so pain lanced everywhere. As the ramp closed, so ended all his chances.
“What is it, Laban?” the queen asked.
“No, don’t close,” whimpered Ikkesh. “Please don’t close.”
Laban clawed at his chest, and he wondered if possibly Noah had been right and everyone else wrong.
“Listen to me,” Ymir said in his eerie voice.
The door to the Ark, the ramp, shut with a boom.
Ymir failed to finish his thought. Silence reigned in the army of Chemosh as every eye gazed skyward in sick anticipation.
 





 
5.
 
That night in secret council Laban, Queen Naamah and Ymir discussed the Ark’s fate. They sat in Noah’s barn in Noah’s Keep, a bonfire in the middle of the big structure providing illumination.
“We should have already attacked,” Ymir said. The Nephilim wore armor and his silver hair hung to his mammoth-wide shoulders. As he sat in a massive, throne-like chair, he laid an axe across his knees. An eye-patch covered his blind eye and his handsome, godlike features had grown thoughtful.
“You saw what happened,” Naamah said. “Jehovah moves among us. It is dangerous to attack.”
“All the more reason to do it,” Ymir said. “Today is the day to gain great glory.”
“As you gained fighting Ham?” she asked.
Ymir’s features tightened.
“We must be careful,” Laban said.
“Bah,” Ymir said. “Charge the Ark and burn it.”
Laban eyed the giant. “Can you see the forces arrayed above the Ark? The army of Heaven that waits for just such a thing?”
“Is this your sight, Laban, or does my father speak through you?” Ymir asked.
“I sense it, if you can’t,” Naamah told her son.
“Are we to sit here then like mice?” Ymir asked.
“Not like mice,” Naamah said, looking keenly at Laban.
“We wait for the right moment,” Laban said. “Even now the forces of the Princes of the Power of the Air marshal against the host of Heaven.”
“Then we must aid them,” Ymir said.
“Yes,” Naamah said. “It is time for powerful sorcery.”
Laban nodded. “We must unleash the floodgates of depravity.”
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Rahab climbed onto the walkway. She saw Europa peering out the crack of one of the many cubit-wide windows. A slat on a swivel dowel filled each window. The opening or closing of the flat-board determined how much air entered and left the Ark. It seemed to Rahab as if Europa trembled. Then Europa, the tall beauty, wiped a tear from her eye.
Rahab wanted to head back down, but Europa saw her.
“What’s happening?” Rahab asked.
Europa stepped back from the window, snapping the shutter closed, and with her hand on the railing, she shuffled to Rahab. The whitest-skinned among them, Europa had turned pale, almost bloodless.
Rahab feared she might faint.
The wife of Japheth had obviously been crying. Her eyes were red and puffy. “No children for us, Rahab. We have no kingdoms to bequeath to sons or daughters. Doom. The end of everything is here—or the end of us. One way or another our lives have become futility.”
It had been two days since they had entered the Ark. This was the first break for any of them from constant work.
“We must have faith,” Rahab said, even as weariness caused her eyes to feel permanently scratchy. She wanted to curl up asleep for days, but like the others was too wound up to do so.
Europa smiled sadly. “Faith? Ah, yes. That grand belief that Jehovah has everything under control. But do you know what’s funny? If there is a flood and the world is destroyed, than human life is doomed. And do you know why?”
Rahab shook her head.
“Isn’t it obvious? You, Ruth and I are barren. No children form in our wombs. That leaves only Gaea, only the wife of Noah to repopulate a world.”
“Maybe after the flood Jehovah will open our wombs,” Rahab said.
“Or, then again, maybe not,” Europa said.
“Why would Jehovah save us only to have humanity die out?”
“Oh, Rahab, that is a wise question. It is one I have asked myself many nights.” Europa sighed wearily. “I shall never be a queen. I shall never bounce baby princes and princesses on my knee.”
“You mustn’t lose heart,” said Rahab, even as she wanted to sit down and cry.
“Why mustn’t I?”
“Because no one knows what the future will bring.”
Europa put a warm hand on Rahab’s cheek. “You’re so brave.”
“It isn’t that.”
“Oh?”
“I’ve seen Jehovah change my life. And if He’s done so once, why not again?”
Europa pursed her lips. Then she put a hand on her smooth belly. Finally, she gazed at the long row of windows. “If nothing else, we will die well. That much we can still achieve.”
Rahab wondered if she would ever understand Europa. This wasn’t doom, but a new beginning. The trouble was, she didn’t know how to convince Europa. She had enough difficulty just convincing herself.
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Ham panted in a narrow passageway, his hands clamped over his ears. For five days he had heard nothing but barks, neighs, yowls, whickers, caterwauls, roars, trumpets, whining, mooing, bleating, yelping, growls, snarls, chirping, tweeting, honking and screaming. The Ark reverberated with frightened animals, with beasts in tiny cages and large pens and bins and glass jars—that for the mice.
Clenching his teeth, knowing he had to get busy, Ham forced himself down the murky passageway. He hefted a sack of salted herring, moved to the pens and pitched fish to the cramped lions, bears, wolves and hyenas. This was survival, pure and simple. Depending on how long the Flood lasted—provided it happened—these animals were going to be weak from prolonged inactivity. But they would be alive, and after a few days of exercise would probably be all right again. The tight confines didn’t allow them space to bruise themselves as the ship rocked back and forth—again, if they ever got started. Already the narrow pens kept them quieter than otherwise, and the gloom helped. But it was still too loud when they all cried together.
“Five days,” muttered Ham.
For five long days, nothing had happened. Oh, Jehovah had closed the door. And then they had penned all the creatures. Once done, they had tested their routine for feeding and watering the animals and found they could do it, the eight of them. It left them little time to themselves, to think and to ruminate; but perhaps that was just as well.
Ham folded the emptied sack and tucked it in a wooden bin. Later he would take the sacks to the worm room. Fibrous, the sacks would be flattened onto slats and manure shoveled over them. Worms would be added. The worms would breed like wildfire and would be used as live fodder. The worms would also break down the manure.
Ham checked the water bins and tested the wooden slats, and barely snatched his hand away from a hyena that snapped at his fingers. They stared eye to eye, the beast yipping its high-pitched cry. “Get used to this, beast,” Ham growled. Behind him, the lion roared, and the bears bawled.
Ham hurried down the corridor and opened another door into a storage room filled with oats sacks. He glanced both ways. And he hesitated, rubbing his forehead. He needed to relax, to ease up. His wife was worried enough about him. This would simply make things easier on everyone.
Jehovah had apparently told Noah it would be seven days before the rains came. But that seemed too pat. For five days, they’d been here, in dark, cramped corridors, in a ship choked with beasts. It oppressed him, made it seem as if he were buried alive. All he did was scurry here, feed, water and inspect the animals and rush there to do it all over again. All the while the army of Chemosh camped outside, their debauchery worsening. Were the others waiting for a sign? Ham’s stomach turned queasy just thinking about it.
He raised a shaking hand. Why couldn’t he have faith like his father? Why couldn’t he believe the way Shem, Japheth and his mother Gaea did, the way his own wife believed? Why was he the one to think up all the possible ways it might not work?
Glancing both ways, he darted into the storage room and shifted sacks. He soon lifted a leathery jug. He uncorked it and took a swig. Ahhh…beautiful. It warmed his belly and numbed his brain, but not enough so he couldn’t work. That wouldn’t be wise. Yet it tasted so good and it made the animal noises bearable. So he swigged again. Leaning against the doorframe, closing his eyes he felt the tension ooze out of him.
“Ham,” whispered his wife.
Ham lowered the jug. Had she been tiptoeing? The sneak. Oh, why hadn’t he taken a quick nip and gone back to work?
“Ham, how could you?”
His mouth turned dry. He couldn’t think. So he took another swig.
Her hand flew to her mouth as she shook her head.
“It isn’t what you think,” he said.
“You…you.”
“Come now, wife,” he said, reaching for her.
Rahab stared at the hand wrapped around her arm. Limply, she allowed herself pulled closer. “Ham, you can’t drink on the Ark.”
“Why not?”
“Haven’t you been listening to them? The men of Chemosh are acting like fools minutes before the end, in debauchery, gluttony—drinking.”
He needed another swig. “It’s for my hip.”
“What?” she said.
“My hip, it aches. That’s the only reason I’m drinking.”
She blinked, doubting yet seeming to believe, maybe wanting to believe.
“Sometimes the pain is excruciating,” he said.
“But—”
“You can’t deny me medicine, can you?”
“I… I don’t know.”
“Fine,” Ham said. “Just don’t tell father.”
“Don’t tell father what?” Big, raw-boned Noah stepped into view. In the murk, his white beard seemed to shine and his blue eyes were like marble. He took the jug and sloshed the wine around, sniffing. His features became flinty.
“How many have you hidden?” Noah asked.
Ham hunched his shoulders, staring at the decking.
“I will not have one of my sons riding out the Flood drunk,” Noah said.
“I’m not drunk,” slurred Ham, finally daring to stare his father in the eye.
Rahab suppressed a sob and looked down as Ham glanced at her.
“You’re ganging up on me,” Ham shouted.
Noah jutted his bearded chin at the storage room. “How many, my son? The truth.”
Ham couldn’t draw his thoughts together fast enough. He hated this feeling of shame.
“I asked you a question,” Noah said.
“Six,” Ham said.
“Six?”
“My hip—”
Noah swept his hand in a sharp negative. “In how many places have you stored wine?”
“Why?” Ham asked.
Rahab wept quietly now, while Noah, the righteous preacher of Jehovah, stared him down.
“Ten rooms,” Ham said, finally.
“We’ll start here,” Noah said. “Hand me the other jugs.”
A terrible fear welled within Ham. How would he pass the time without wine? Imprisoned with thousands upon thousands of animals and with just the eight of them—
“Ham.”
“Please, Father. Leave me several for the worst times.”
Noah looked away and Rahab’s crying grew louder.
“I won’t get drunk. I promise. Just… just enough to dull the…”
“No wine,” whispered Noah.
“You don’t understand!” cried Ham. “I-I-I need help.”
Noah squared his shoulders. “The sooner we start the sooner we can get back to work.”
Hate flashed deep within Ham. He wouldn’t forget this. Oh, no. But… not for anything would he want to be outside the Ark. And if he didn’t hand over the jugs… would his father push him outside?
For five long days, nothing had happened. Ham had his doubts anything would on the seventh. But he reached over the sacks and began to draw out his carefully hoarded supply of wine.
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Depravity reigned around the Ark. As flames flickered at the many bonfires and as the stars winked down in delight, the men and women of Chemosh celebrated in mad intoxication. Lewd songs mixed with screams of debauchery and lasciviousness. Eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die had changed to fornicate and gorge before the judgment. Sodom and Gomorrah would never be as bad as this night. When the children of Israel danced before the Golden Calf, it would only be in shadowy imitation of what occurred on the sixth night after the door to the Ark had closed.
An orgy of demonic mirth howled to the heavens. Every base impulse was given free rein. Celebrate for the last godly man was gone! At last, the Earth was free of Jehovah, was free of every restriction of His Spirit. The salt of Noah, of the preservation of man, had left, had hidden itself in the vast vessel of wood and pitch.
King Laban lifted a chalice of gold and flashing gems. Queen Naamah reeled at his side, while Ikkesh and Bera whined, chained like dogs.
Laban threw back the wine so it dribbled down his chin and stained his royal garments. “We have won!” he shouted, his glazed eyes filled with unholy zeal.
From all around him in the darkness there sounded flutes, cymbals and singing. And as the people threw away whatever last shred of restraint they might possibly have retained, the rest of the bene elohim descended into them. Wickedness fell like a shroud. The evil spirits and men commingled in fiendish iniquity. The enormity of the antediluvian corruption reached its fevered pitch. They abandoned themselves to vilest immorality; to devilish, foul, perverted, unregenerate, baleful, reprobate blackest sin. Like beasts they howled, chanted and praised their unholy lords of darkness who walked among them.
“Victory!” screamed Naamah, her hands clenched at the stars.
“This way,” Laban said. He dragged his two prisoners and together with the queen staggered to the bonfire where Par Alexander and the Prophet Zohar argued. The philosopher, a tall, stoop-shouldered man with short silver hair and huge staring eyes wore his toga in a disheveled fashion. In a rich, persuasive voice, he argued against long-bearded Zohar.
“No, no, no,” Par Alexander said peevishly. “It is merely wish-fulfillment.”
“You cannot be as daft as that,” Zohar thundered. “The gods walk among us this night. So rejoice and be glad.”
“How can I be glad when all life is futility and meaninglessness?” Par Alexander asked.
“Are you serious?”
“Don’t you understand by now? If the ancient legends are true, then all life began in the flux of the warm wind against the primordial ice. An accident caused all this.”
“But what of the gods?” said Zohar.
“Bah,” Par Alexander said. “Creatures of power, perhaps, but not gods, you fool. They too came from the ice. Ice everywhere and the warm winds from the light caused vapors that formed clouds. From the clouds sprang the original one and the great cow to feed him. There was no earth then, no heaven above. The cow conceived the gods, and they slew the original one and formed the earth from his body. So I ask you. What if the wind had blown differently? Then no cow would have formed and no original one. It is all meaningless.”
“No, no,” argued the prophet. “We will become gods in our next incarnation.”
“An afterlife?” the philosopher asked. “That is simply more illusions because you aren’t strong enough of mind to see that everything is meaningless. You still cling to your crutch. We started from chance and are headed into nothing. We were a mere accident that runs its course and then sinks back into the vapors from whence it came.”
“Now I am afraid that I must call you the fool, as distasteful as pronouncing judgments as I am,” Zohar said. “The gods walk among us this night, for finally we are rid of Noah and his ilk. With real freedom mankind will now blossom into what he was always meant to be.”
“Which is nothing,” Par Alexander said.
“Nothing?” the prophet asked.
“The universe is a joke.”
“No, only matter is evil, and that is where you are blind, about such things as you can see and touch. But once in the supernatural realm—don’t you understand? Spiritual things are pure!”
“Spiritual things are always pure?” Par Alexander asked, arching an eyebrow.
“By their nature they must be,” Zohar said. “Only matter has potential for evil.”
“So these gods of yours are pure, isn’t that what you’re saying?”
“Yes, yes,” said Zohar. “They must be pure because they are spirit beings. The logic of it is overwhelming.”
“Enough,” King Laban said. “Come. We have other game afoot.” Jerking the twin chains, forcing Ikkesh and Bera along, Laban led the others to the Ark.
“Why here?” asked a worried Zohar.
“Do you fear, old man?” Naamah mocked.
“He fears because he’s a religious fool,” Par Alexander said. “But I know that all this is a joke.” He picked up a stick and thumped it against the Ark. “Noah! Are you hiding in there, Noah? What do you think now that you know that all this is meaningless?” Par Alexander hammered until sweat slicked his narrow features.
“Let us get back to the party,” Zohar said.
“No,” Laban said. “Let’s all shout at Noah. Let’s all bang on the Ark.” The king kicked his prisoners. “You as well.”
So for several minutes Laban and Naamah, Ikkesh, Bera, Par Alexander and the Prophet Zohar hammered on the Ark. They shouted abuse, screamed and demanded that Noah come out.
“I want you to feel my caresses,” Bera shouted.
“I wish to speak with you again, Uncle,” the king mocked.
“Send me your son Ham,” Naamah screamed.
“This for your hospitality,” Ikkesh said, spitting on the Ark.
Then each paused, for on the horizon, far, far distant, the sun peeked up for a new day, the seventh since the door to the Ark had closed. As each had done every day, they involuntarily looked up, checking for rain.
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Jehovah saw how great man’s wickedness had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time. Jehovah was grieved that he had made man on the Earth, and His heart was filled with pain. So Jehovah said, “I will wipe mankind, whom I have created, from the face of the Earth—men and animals, the creatures that move along the ground and birds of the air—for I am grieved that I have made them.”
Thus in the realm above, where thrones were set in place, the Ancient of Days took His seat. His clothing was as white as snow. The hair of his head was white like wool. His throne was flaming, with fire, and its wheels were all ablaze. A river of fire was flowing, coming out from before Him. Thousands upon thousands attended him; ten thousand times ten thousand stood before Him. The court was seated and the books were opened.
“THE TIME HAS COME,” said He on the throne, in a voice like seven thunders.
Each lesser being fell from his throne and bowed before the Ancient of Days. Trumpets pealed. Lightning flashed, and from around the central throne came the cry: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is and is to come!”
A mighty angel approached the throne. He was robed in a cloud, with a rainbow above his head; his face was like the sun and his legs were like fiery pillars. To him was given a seal.
“GO, AND BRING DESTRUCTION TO THE EARTH.”
The mighty angel departed the glory of Jehovah, bearing a seal of great sovereignty and dreadful woe. With it, he departed Heaven on a thought and traveled through the waters surrounding the Earth. The invisible vapor canopy that kept out the Sun’s ultraviolet rays and caused the air under the stratosphere to be still and serene was thick and filled with incredible volumes of liquid protection. Thus rains never lashed the Earth, for winds never raced from high pressure to low pressure systems, because all was pressurized equally over the face of the Earth. From the North Pole down to the South reigned a semitropical paradise, all of the same temperature. Lush vegetation filled the planet almost like the first days in Eden. There were no deserts, no snowfields, or wastelands. All was plentiful. Nor did mighty oceans fill up two-thirds of the Earth. Small oceans, dotted about the planet like lakes, provided millions more acres for homes and fields than ever the world would know again.
All this the mighty angel saw as he raced on his dreadful errand.
From hidden crevices and black shadows, the legions of dark angels witnessed his journey. For many more of the evil spirits had refrained from entering the bodies of mortals than had dared, like Azel, to abandon their realm for another and thus produce Nephilim offspring. Satan, their lord, bade the legions to let the angel pass without a fight. For the dark one sensed that the armies of Heaven were armed and poised for instant war—for battle the likes of which the universe had only seen once before, when he and his hosts had originally been driven from the Mount of God. He could hinder the mighty angel only at great peril; perhaps it would even set off the final battle. That day, the day he would play his secret trump, was not yet. So Satan waited and watched, along with his legions of celestial rebels.
Thus, down through the planet’s crust went the mighty angel, armed with the seal handed him from the throne.
He knew that on the primordial second day of creation that the waters had been separated into two. So, even though no rains touched the Earth, it was green with life, as it never would be in such profusion again. The great deeps supplied this moisture. Within the Earth, in vast subterranean reservoirs, chambers and lakes seethed the masses of water where in later days it would lie in the seven ocean basins. In an intricately complex system of underwater rivers and springs and fountains, this great deep was interconnected together. Guarding these reservoirs, these subterranean chambers were natural valves, governors and conduits first installed on the days of creation. But none of the waters would flow unless pressure drove it. That pressure, or the cause of it, had also been installed on the first days of creation. Heat. The molten core of the planet radiated incredible heat. That heat supplied the pressure, driving the waters upward toward the surface. Like a vast engine, as long as the core was hot, the molten gut of the planet churned the great deep and propelled it into action. Year after year, the wonderful system sent life-giving water to the surface, controlled by the natural valves, governors and conduits, and fed again by under-waterfalls and drainage systems at the bottom of the many small oceans.
The mighty angel dove through the rocks and to the center mass, to the angels that had dominion over the heat engine, watching and controlling it throughout the many years. The mighty one, who dwarfed the others, handed his awful seal to their chief. The chief opened it and read the dreadful contents.
“This instant?” the chief asked.
The messenger from Heaven, from the very throne room of God, waited precisely seven seconds. “Now,” said he.
The chief angel of the great deeps turned and shouted orders. As one, the angels stoked the molten core.
Temperatures rose dramatically, more than the insulating layer in the deeper crust could take. In one subterranean chamber after another and all around the planet, calculated to act in uniformity, pressure grew at a phenomenal rate. The first fountain cracked and pressurized fluid surged through the point with incredible fury. Other boundaries quickly weakened; the natural valves, governors and conduits were given more than they could handle. Mere minutes after the seal had been broken, a worldwide chain reaction occurred. The first surface cleaving took place.
Great gouts of water shot skyward.
In the Earth, the racing molten core also caused explosions that cracked the very mantle. Some of the water in the deepest chambers drained downward and poured onto seething lava. That touched off yet more explosions, violent and furious. Volcanoes grew in moments, geysering and spewing ash and dust high into the stratosphere, up into the vapor canopy that so beautifully protected the planet from the Sun’s harshest rays. That in turn—the dust and ashy particles—caused microscopic bits of water vapor to coalesce onto the dirt. As they grew and became heavier, water droplets formed. A chain reaction thus occurred here. Soon, the first drops dripped earthward. And then the chain reaction tipped the balance. The windows of the heavens opened. The water of the vapor canopy poured down. For the first time since the Creation, it rained upon the Earth.
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Ikkesh, Bera, Par Alexander, the Prophet Zohar, Queen Naamah and King Laban gazed skyward as the ground trembled.
Staggering, they cried out to one another. Ikkesh tripped and dashed his forehead against the Ark, falling backward. Par Alexander tripped over him, spraining his right wrist as he tried to catch himself. Bera snarled in baffled rage. Queen Naamah flinched as she saw a fountain of water funnel out of the ground like a whale spouting from its blowhole. King Laban went rigid with fear as a drop of water splashed against his cheek.
Others paused in their riotous debauchery. The ground no longer trembled, but shook violently in the world’s first earthquake. Wagons turned over. Fires winked out. Tents collapsed. It began to rain, to lash with a great downpour, a cloudburst upon the celebration.
“It’s happening!” screamed Zohar, water drenching his long white beard.
“No, no,” moaned Par Alexander, who covered his head from the pelting. “This is impossible.”
“Noah!” howled Ikkesh. “Noah, let us in!” He leaped to his feet and hammered at the Ark for admittance.
“Noah, open the door,” Queen Naamah cried. “Ham! Ham! It is I, your beloved!”
“Fools!” Laban shouted, who did his best to ignore the rain lashing against his face. “We have to help ourselves.”
The shaking had stopped, although their clothes were soaked and dark clouds billowed in the sky. It was a depressing sight, the worse because until this moment there had never been a cloud. As rain poured, the others peered at the demon-haunted king.
“Kedorlaomer,” Laban said. “Where are the nearest boats?”
“Boats?” asked the small nomad, terror etching his face into a grotesque mask.
“If there’s a flood we must ride it out,” Laban said.
“But Noah said that Jehovah will destroy the world with this Flood,” Zohar said.
“So Noah has predicted this strange event,” argued Laban. “That doesn’t mean he’s right in every particular.”
“Doesn’t it?” Ikkesh asked. “No, I think it does.”
“Look,” Bera shouted.
A vast throng of people, screaming and staggering as another earthquake hit, rushed for the Ark. Like an avalanche of flesh, they ran for the only place of safety.
“We’ve got to get out of here,” Laban shouted. “It’s either that or be trampled by the herd.” He grabbed Naamah by the arm and dragged Ikkesh and Bera by the chains clamped to their necks.
Kedorlaomer glanced at the Ark and then at the mob bearing upon them. “Wait for me, Sire.”
King Laban, energized by Azel, smote any that dared come close to him. But they kept coming, screaming, pleading, sobbing and the rain pelting them unmercifully. So Laban drew his sword, slashing to the right and to the left. He snarled and roared awful curses, shaking his bloody sword at the heavens and hewing until blood and water dripped from him in equal portions. Ymir joined him with his axe. The two of them thus opened the way for the others through the crying, wailing mob. And when they were through, they sprinted to the pavilion for the supplies they needed. Laban vowed to survive this madness no matter what he had to do.
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“Ham,” Rahab screamed. “Ham! Ham!”
He jumped out of his straw-filled cot and staggered against a sea chest. His shin exploded with pain. He clutched it and fell as the Ark swayed and shook. Through the walls, creatures brayed or bawled in mind-numbing volume. He scrambled up, the throbbing in his shin forgotten.
Husband and wife clutched one another.
Rahab sobbed, her face pressed against his shoulder.
Terror gripped Ham, and unbelievable gratitude that he was inside and not outside.
Timbers groaned. A plate clattered across the chest, moving on its own accord. It shattered against the floor. Then, as suddenly as the shaking had started, it stopped.
They listened. They heard animals and a strange thumping, a constant drumming.
“What is that?” Rahab whispered.
“Rain?” Ham asked.
Rahab stared into his face. “No. That sounds like people trying to hammer their way in.”
“The army of Chemosh,” Ham said.
“Oh, husband, what are we going to do?”
He grabbed her hand. They ran out the room and staggered down the corridors. For the first time Ham realized that it was a good thing the passageways were cramped. They couldn’t move much side to side, couldn’t bump and crash hard enough to hurt themselves. Boards groaned and creaked with strain, as the giant ship swayed because of another earthquake.
He pounded up the stairs, Rahab behind him. They zigzagged through the maze. For years, he had worked on the Ark, so he knew exactly where he was going. As his chest heaved, as he gasped for breath, he led his wife up another flight of stairs and to the walkway by the cubit-wide windows.
“I’m frightened,” she said.
So was he. He thrust a lever and opened a widow. Together they peered at a hellish scene.
Rain poured. It fell in a downpour, in sheets. Further away great gouts of water spewed hundreds of feet into the air. Already water flooded the land. People rode on wagons as if they were boats, screaming as they sped faster than a chariot. Others floated face-first. A few ran, pumping their knees as high as they could go. Then an uprooted tree smashed them from behind, caving in heads or chests. Here and there, on a knot of higher land, men and women fought with spears, chains or swords. They shoved the defeated into the swirling water, desperately struggling in a life-and-death battle of king of the hill. People stretched out their arms to the Ark. Their mouths were black holes. They must be screaming. Many clawed over others, some swam—all vainly struggled to get here, to safety, to crawl into the Ark that each of them had once mocked and jeered.
Ham snapped the shutter closed.
“It’s horrible,” Rahab whispered.
Ham jerked around and stared at his wife. Was he as white-faced as she was? He felt numb, sick and terrified. “This way,” he shouted. He pulled Rahab after him.
They staggered down the stairs and through another maze. Animals bellowed and clawed to get out of their pens. But where would they go? This was the only place of safety. Maybe there were other safe spots now, but soon only the Ark would be home to man and animals.
He tugged her small hand. “Hurry, Rahab.”
“We can’t open the door for them,” she sobbed. “Jehovah closed it. Only He can open it.”
He hadn’t even thought of opening the door for them. Trust his wife to think compassionately. He wasn’t worthy of such a good woman. He glanced at her. The same terror on her face gripped his belly, squeezing so he could hardly think. Only Jehovah could save them. And Jehovah, Ham was certain, only listened to one man.
They burst into an open space, one his father frequented. Noah was there, with his hands lifted in prayer.
“Hurry, my children,” Noah said, “to me, to me.”
Ham and Rahab joined Shem, Ruth, Japheth, Europa and their mother Gaea, who knelt around their father.
“On your knees,” Noah said, “both of you.”
Ham knelt, as did Rahab, and they clutched one another’s hands, linked in a circle with the white-bearded patriarch who had dared to believe Jehovah and build an Ark. When the entire world had laughed and mocked, Noah had in faith obediently done all that God had commanded of him. Thus, they were safe, because of father, because of one man who had stood his ground against a world.
“Lord Jehovah,” Noah began, leading his family in prayer as the Antediluvian Age ended.
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The fountains of the great deep broke and the wide windows of heaven let water gush in mighty cataracts. Rivers overflowed their bounds and poured into the valleys. Jets of water and lava burst from the earth in fury and rage, hurling massive boulders hundreds of feet into the air. They fell like hailstones, smashing and destroying, splintering and tearing.
Masses watched in openmouthed horror as the works of their hands vanished in a flurry of destruction. In Chemosh the splendid towers, pyramids and plinths, along with gardens and fantastic golden idols disappeared as lightning from heaven shattered them all. Foaming, raging water swept away the ruins. The altars stained by human sacrifices, the grim temples; they, too, vanished in the seething cauldron of Jehovah’s wrath.
The violence of the storm increased. Trees, buildings, rocks and earth were hurled in every direction. Men went mad with terror. Beasts stampeded, goring any that got in their way. In their fear men wailed to Jehovah, or they cursed and blasphemed the Holy One of Heaven.
Around the Ark, as the growing water lashed against its heavy sides, pleaded the surviving masses of the army of Chemosh. They floated on logs, scratching for admittance. They agreed that Jehovah ruled and should have their obedience. At last, their stirred consciences knew the truth. In this terrible hour, they howled their contrition, that they now also abhorred evil. A few desperately produced axes and tried to gain a foothold as they attempted to hew their way inside. Surging waters swept them along, or sometimes uprooted tree trunks or crashing rocks smashed them so their lifeless corpses floated like debris beside the giant vessel.
Through this hellish end of the Antediluvian Age sped King Laban, Queen Naamah, Kedorlaomer, Ymir, Par Alexander, the Prophet Zohar, Ikkesh and Bera.
They commandeered a merchant ship of Pishon, slaying its owners. Alas, the premier philosopher of the age had never learned how to wield a sword. Par Alexander gasped in painful surprise as a sailor thrust a harpoon into his guts.
“No,” whispered Par Alexander, his sword clattering to the deck and his hands grasping the bloody shaft.
Laban shouted for Ymir. With his mighty axe, Ymir smashed the sailor’s head. Then he picked up the sailor and the dying philosopher and pitched them both overboard.
As rain lashed, as dark waters swirled, they cracked whips and forced the slave-rowers to row, riding out the first fury of the Deluge in the merchant ship.
Many uprooted, floating trees rushed past. Squirrels, bobcats and even a leopard rode the branches, as well as imploring, water-soaked people, some of whom stared in madness. Any of the uprooted tree trunks could ram and sink them in their frail vessel, so unlike the stout Ark. So Ymir reached out with his axe and shoved the trunks away.
Two days later, the giant brooded in the ship’s waist, a makeshift awning keeping off the worst of the rain. He sat cross-legged with his axe, water dripping from his chin.
Laban squatted beside him. “We need more supplies.” They had slain the slave-rowers and formed a makeshift sail, perhaps the first ever. The gentle breezes of the Age had never been enough to propel ships. They had slain the rowers so their food might last longer. The question was, how long would the Flood last?
Ymir took out a whetstone and filed it across the axe-blade.
“Did you hear me, Nephilim?”
A wild light shone in the giant’s eye. “This I vow. I will drink the blood of Noah. A cup I shall make of his skull.”
“First we must find the Ark,” Laban said.
Ymir squinted. “Azel lives in you. Surely he knows the way.”
Laban stared into the storm, the pouring rain. Visibility was poor and whitecaps lashed the ship. He composed himself and soon his eyelids fluttered. He put his fingers to his forehead. “West. Twenty leagues from here.”
“Let us sail west,” Ymir said.
Laban whipped spittle from his lips and rose without a word. He conferred with Naamah, and soon they and the others shifted the sail and headed west. They battled against the elements and kept a sharp lookout for ships.
Half a day later and through the raging storm, one hove into view.
Naamah, the sharpest-eyed among them, stood on the prow castle. She wore a sealskin hood. “It’s hard to make it out through the storm.”
“It doesn’t look big enough to be the Ark,” Laban said.
“Can’t Azel tell you?” Naamah asked.
“He’s grown silent again,” Laban said.
Naamah sucked in her breath. “Look! It’s a pirate galley. It brims with swordsmen. They strain at the oars and head our way.”
Laban saw it a few minutes later. He ran down the prow castle and readied for raiders. “They’ll want our ship, for a galley will soon break up in a storm.”
“They’re mad,” Ymir said, with his axe in hand.
“Or very brave,” Naamah said.
Ymir smiled horribly.
As the waters raged, as the storm poured, the pirate galley packed with foemen struggled nearer. Arrows arched between the ships, but the howling wind made it meaningless. The oars strained and the whitecaps threatened to swamp the galley.
Laban couldn’t understand how they had stayed afloat this long. Then a wave lifted the galley and smashed it against them. Grappling irons thudded onto the railing and drenched pirates swarmed aboard.
Ymir met them with a sweep of his axe and the pirates screamed. The pitching ship and the rain made the deck slippery and deadly. Prophet Zohar staggered the wrong way and an axe split his skull. Kedorlaomer parried a sword-stroke and then a spear stabbed his vitals.
Ymir’s axe swept many pirates into the sea. The Nephilim roared bloody oaths and boasted that his death-bane couldn’t occur until he had hewed Noah’s head from his shoulders.
“At them!” roared Ymir, leaping from the merchant ship and onto the galley.
But the pirate captain, a clever man, had stayed on the galley’s stern deck. He threw back a tarp and uncovered a loaded and cocked dart-throwing ballista. As the galley heaved and Ymir completed his slaughter, the pirate captain yanked the firing lever. The iron dart smashed through Ymir’s armor and into his lungs. His good eye widened. He stiffened. Then, like a hewn tree, the Nephilim toppled overboard and disappeared into the wild waves of the sea.
Laban had been busy during Ymir’s assault. The king chopped the ropes that held the two ships bound together. As Ymir died, the galley parted from the merchant ship.
“No!” the pirate captain shouted. “Take me with you!”
A furious wave hit the galley and broke it in half, and the pirate captain disappeared.
After that, they sailed for days, no longer looking for the Ark, trying only to survive.
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Noah, Shem, Ham and Japheth grunted and strained as they lowered the cable-thick rope. Outside the Ark, the massive drogue stone, attached by this rope, thumped lower and lower along the wooden side.
When they were done, twenty giant-sized drogue stones to a side would help stabilize the vessel. Box-shaped, it would be almost impossible to tip over the Ark.
Done lowering this stone, each of them collapsed onto the flooring, panting, with their hands burning and sore.
“We have three more to do,” Noah said, struggling to his feet.
Ham also pushed up, weary, his limbs quivering. It seemed as if he hadn’t stopped working ever since his father had finished his prayer to Jehovah. Work, snatch a bit of food and a catnap: a grinding routine that might finally settle down to something normal. None of them steered the Ark. His father said an angel did that, or at least made sure they didn’t smash into anything. Ham hoped his father was right. For now, they no longer sat upon the earth. They moved; sliding upon the swirling waters as rain constantly lashed them.
“Shem,” Noah said. “Shem.”
Ham turned as his father shook Shem by the shoulder. His longhaired, slender brother hadn’t gotten up. He sat staring at nothing, silent and trance-like.
“What’s going on?” whispered Ham.
Japheth shrugged. His older brother seemed as perplexed as he did.
“Father?” Ham asked.
Noah stepped back, plucking at his beard and with his brow creased. He squatted beside Shem. “We’ll wait.”
“What about the other three drogue stones?” Ham said.
Noah shook his head.
“Do you know what’s wrong?” Japheth asked.
“I think he’s having a vision,” Noah said.
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Shem’s Vision
 
To the shining glory of the throne of Jehovah—intensely brighter than the noonday sun—came seven hoary angels, ancient with might and cunning in the arts of war. They were terrible and menacing, with snow-white faces and vast of limb. In movement, they clanked, armored in bitter links of frost and bearing helmets that seemed like snowy, mountain peaks. These seven bore icicle spears and rimed shields, and low they bowed before Him on the throne, in adoration worshiping, waiting for the Holy One to speak.
“Doom to man and woe to the angels who did not keep their positions of authority. For tents of flesh and bone they abandoned their own home; and offspring hideous and profane did they sire. Woe and anguish, bitterness and loathing: let this be their lot until the Judgment. Gather me these bene elohim, and then to Tartarus they must go.”
Cloaked thus in authority most high, the seven avengers arose. Clanking, and seeming to leave a trail of frost, these grim warriors departed the Holy Hill and descended from Heaven.
As they approached the Earth, a piercing cry rent the ethereal sphere: “Do not let them pass!”
Out of the dark recesses and from behind every stormy cloud, as if from under slimy rocks and rotting logs and in obedience to the foul cry, poured forth the monstrous Legion of the Damned. Black, with coal-red eyes, snarling and snapping and with strangely flapping capes, the fallen ones wielded death blades and fiery darts and shields that yawned like pits to the abyss. They assembled before the great dragon, the Prince of the Power of the Air, he who did bid his legions come.
Satan said, “These are the seven of Doom, the avengers of Him on the throne. See! They bear chains, to bind our brothers and thus lessen our ranks. Gather your courage, my devils! Bar to these the path and dare say: ‘This and no farther shall ye go!’”
With the gnashing of teeth, the dark legions howled agreement.
The captain of the seven, with eyes that could freeze, saw the might raised against him. He thus lifted his hoary hand to stop his brethren. Cloaked in the authority of the Almighty, he raised an icy trumpet and like thunder sounded his peal.
The Hosts of Heaven gave heed. From on high did they respond with a rumble. Led by Michael the Archangel, General of Heaven, they came in flaming chariots of fire, drawn by glorious horses of flame, and to the fray they did fly.
Bitter and proud and unrelenting, these beings most celestial warred for mastery. Sword stroke matched spear thrust. Arrow against fiery dart. Terror faced awe. Until at last a shout from the Holy Hill like lightning fell and struck fear and consternation into the ranks of the damned.
Now Michael roared like a lion and none could face him. He hewed and smote Principalities and Powers so they fled wounded from the field. Gabriel, Jehovah’s Messenger, gave chase, arrows flying from his bow. And to the Four Corners of the Earth, the fallen ones scattered. They were beaten again, but cursing, they plotted anew, vowing vengeance on all that was good.
The seven elder angels, ancient with might and cunning in the arts of war, thus resumed their march. To the Earth they went, to the bene elohim—wicked, vile and blasphemous spirits—who upon the first crack of thunder had found it impossible to leave their occupied bodies of flesh and bone. One by one, the seven searched and found them. They thrust icy spears and lay heavy hands upon each, ripping them from their hosts and binding them in chains of unbreakable adamant. Soon a captive train of broken, snarling, beaten foes they did lead. With Azel taken last—torn out of a former king of men—the Seven drove the fiends to Sheol, to the lowest pit called Tartarus. There in swirling darkness, in chambers most foul and gloomy, they bound the fallen. Each alone, wrapped in adamant chains, secure, unmoving and tormented by pain, the fallen angels awaited their ultimate fate that will only be known on that Day.
See! The wild waves of the sea are stopped; those who foamed up their shame are no more. The wandering stars are encased in blackest darkness, and their worm shall never die, for in torment will they suffer forever and ever.
O, do not be deceived, the Lord Jehovah shall not be mocked.
Whatever ye sow, thus shall ye also reap.
Glory to God in the Highest. Amen.
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Laban wept bitterly when Azel was torn from him. He crawled below deck, to the water-soaked ballast sand. Rats squealed in the bottom hold, scampering from him, and long, slithering shapes slid further back.
The merchant ship of Pishon tossed this way and that as Laban grabbed fistfuls of sand and as he pounded his knuckles into the wet grit. Gone, gone, all gone. Even the demon Azel had been taken from him, so no longer could he gain guidance from the spirit. What had it gained him to win the world? He had sold his soul, bargained awfully, all for momentary power. Tears welled and dripped onto the mud. His son Ben-Hadad, slain on the altar by his own hand—and for what?
Laban hurled sand at the groaning beams above. He cursed Jehovah. He shook his fists. “Why did You allow this? Why? If You’re so powerful, so good, why have You allowed evil to reign for so long?”
He paused, sobbing. “No answer, eh? Is that because You don’t have one?”
“Laban.”
He turned in the murk, his hand dropping to the hilt of his short sword.
Naamah, her clothes soaked and water dripping from her shorn locks, crawled on hands and knees. She searched his face. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”
The witch saw things others couldn’t. “Does that matter?” he said.
“Will he come back?”
He eyed her. Perhaps it would be justice to slay her. But if that were true, he wanted to take his time doing it.
“Don’t look at me like that,” she said.
“I’ll look at you however I want.”
Her sultry smile gave her a whorish beauty.
He was stirred, and he felt his resolve weakening. Then his eyes narrowed as he remembered Ben-Hadad right at the end. Ghastly! With a snarl, he slapped her.
“Why did you do that?” she wept, no longer smiling and no longer looking at him.
Suddenly the hatch above slammed shut and the bolt slid into place.
“Can you hear me, King Laban?”
In the foul hold, with its creaking timbers only inches above his head—the king was already on his hands and knees—and with wet sand and sloshing water Laban paled as a cold knot formed in his gut. He ignored the awful stench and the scratching of rats and slithering serpents as he regarded the closed hatch with its rays of light peeking through warped wood. “What do you want, Ikkesh?”
“Your death,” Ikkesh said. “I want you to die horribly.”
“Don’t be rash, Ambassador. You and I need each other.”
No answer came.
“What will we do?” Naamah moaned.
“Wait him out,” Laban said. “He can’t sail the ship alone.”
“But…”
Laban drew his sword. Naamah shrank from him. He ignored her as he crawled on his hands and knees, hunting for rats, for something to eat.
For countless days, weeks, they suffered in the belly of the ship, living atop the ballast sand. They were always damp, always swaying this way and that. They ate the rats raw and drank the brackish, foul water. At times Ikkesh spoke to them, unmoved by their pleas. Sometimes Laban used Naamah, but in his weariness and despair, he tired of even that.
A long time later Ikkesh pounded on the boards. “Land!” he shouted. “I’ve spotted land!”
“So what?” Naamah whispered.
Laban motioned her to silence.
“Did you hear me? I’ve spotted land. I haven’t seen land for… For a long time.”
“That’s impossible,” Naamah whispered. “It couldn’t have flooded that much.”
Laban glared at her, and he meaningfully tapped the hilt of his short sword.
“We’ve got to steer for the land,” Ikkesh said. “I’m sick of swaying, of riding the giant waves. Do you hear me?”
Laban crab-walked to underneath the hatch.
“Why won’t you answer me?” Ikkesh asked.
Naamah crawled beside Laban, her eyes wild and terrified.
“Are you dead?” Ikkesh asked. “Is that it?”
Laban licked his lips, easing the sword from its scabbard.
“You can’t be dead,” Ikkesh said. “Then I would be alone—and then you could no longer suffer.”
The bolt clicked. Creaking, the hatch rose. Laban shouted in bestial fury as he saw Ikkesh’s beady eye peering down at him.
“Noooo,” Ikkesh said, throwing himself onto the hatch.
Laban drove his sword through the crack. Blood spilled. The hatch closed and snapped the blade. Above, Ikkesh shrieked, thrashing about. Laban shoved the hatch so the lid banged against the deck. He grasped the sides and heaved himself out of the hold. Ikkesh bled profusely as he rolled across the planks, clutching his gory stomach.
“You’ve killed me!” Ikkesh howled.
Laban took two short steps and drove his boot into the dying man’s belly. Ikkesh shrieked. Laban drew back to kick again, when the merchant ship of Pishon crashed upon land with a grinding roar of splintering timber. Laban flew off his feet, striking wood and rolling. Naamah screamed.
Shaking his head, lifting himself as wood splintered, groaned and snapped, Laban peered about. Naamah lay with her neck broken. Ikkesh gaped at the upper deck with dead eyes.
Laban scrambled and half-crawled for the outer hatch as the ship shook and trembled. The roar of waves was deafening. He climbed out of the hatch to a dreadful sight. The merchant ship of Pishon lay at an angle on a huge boulder on the side of a mountain. Waves pounded the boat to pieces as black clouds roiled overhead and jagged lightning flashed in sickening brightness. Laban crawled for the boulder. A cold wave picked him up and hurled him off the ship and over the boulder, slamming him against the side of the mountain, snapping an arm.
Although dazed and with his head ringing, Laban scrambled to his feet. He refused to die. Huffing and puffing, with his left arm dangling at his side, he ran up the mountain and out of reach of the waves. Unfortunately, it wasn’t far to the top.
The rain yet poured, lashing, hurting and mocking him as the shrieking winds hurled the icy sleet into his face. Huddled atop the mountain, with his broken arm throbbing, Laban squatted in misery like some primitive. Below him, the waves pounded the merchant ship, breaking it apart, wood splinters flying like axe-hewn chips. In less than an hour, the vessel was gone, and in that time the seas rose a little higher.
As Laban endured the rain and cold and howling winds, he peered at the broad and shoreless ocean. Dark storm clouds billowed across the sky, lightning flashing in awful majesty. The sea, the endless sea that perhaps covered the entire planet, boiled with white-capped waves. Was he the last man, the last of an evil race, the last of the Antediluvians?
As the freezing rain drenched him endlessly, he thought about a day long ago when Noah had offered him a berth on the Ark. If only he had believed. If only he had taken Noah up on the offer. Then he wouldn’t be here, alone on this last mountain, awaiting a watery death as his stomach ached in futility. And if Noah had been right about the Flood, was Noah right about Jehovah judging everyone after death? He peered at the rain.
Thus, he didn’t see the wave in the distance. The wave that had been built up by the moon’s gravitational pull. The same pull would produce the tides. The bulge of water, the wave, was gigantic and grotesquely powerful. No shores hindered it. There was only a vast, worldwide ocean where it built up size. The velocity of the mighty wave brought it toward the lone mountain at a sickening speed.
At the last moment, as the howling wind stilled, Laban turned. His mouth fell agape. The wave, a wall looming over him, picked him up before he could utter a word.
Later, after the wave—the bulge of water created by the new thing called a tide—passed, the solitary peak was again devoid of life. It continued to rain, and soon there was no longer a mountain. Only water covered the Earth.
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The world died as the wrath of Jehovah, the passion of His hatred of sin, unleashed itself in majestic fury. He punished, destroyed and annihilated. A planet seethed under the destruction. It buckled under the fury.
Rain poured forty days and nights, and still the water rose for another one hundred and ten days. Out of the Earth, the great deeps burst their incalculable volumes and seemingly endless volcanoes spewed lava and fumes. Ashy pollutants, propelled miles into the atmosphere, created dark and ominous clouds high in the stratosphere, and cold, the icy touch of space, blanketed the planet. Thus were high and low-pressure systems born, hot and cold fronts. Storms raged because of it. And during it all, water trampled like rampaging elephants, gouging, tearing and burying flotsam under tons of silt.
The heaving waters, the whirlpools and lightning, and vast mats of vegetation, volcanic fire and lava, tidal waves, they seethed and roiled as new and horrible devastation occurred.
The mighty chambers, the now emptied great deeps, buckled under the weight of the water above. They collapsed, and became the new seabeds—or soon they would be. Volcanic action also expanded. New mountain chains heaved upward as the Earth seethed in turmoil. Landmasses rose as others fell. The ancient seas became the soon-to-be new continents.
In the Old World, the mountains had been low and the valleys shallow, and the vast majority of water under the earth. The buckling, heaving planet gained new, higher mountains and deeper, vaster ocean basins. The Earth became rugged and harsh, and the waters rushed toward the growing basins in a swirling, canyon creating mass.
And all the while, as plant seeds rode the upper winds, as corpses thumped upon its wooden sides, the Ark sailed in the North Pole region. Here the wild sea currents were less forceful, the waves not as awesome.
Day after day, night after night, the eight people, under the guidance of Noah, toiled to keep the last crawling and flying animals of Earth alive.
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The narrow, gloomy passageway groaned and tilted as the planks creaked. Ham shuffled forward too fast and struck his head against a beam, thudding onto his rump. He moaned, dazed, and leaned against the wall. The dark corridor tilted down, down, as he gingerly touched his forehead. It wasn’t bleeding, but it felt as if a spike had been driven into his head. He panted, and the corridor tilted downward for an indeterminable length of time. Finally, slowly, the corridor began to right itself, all the time creaking and shifting.
They rode rough waters today—the one hundred and twenty-second of the Flood—and he prowled the bottom deck doing his chores.
The pain that caused his eyes to water subsided to an aching throb. He touched the spot again, touching the knot that had already formed. Oh, if only he had wine to steal the pain, to rob him of the fear of riding across a world devoid of life.
Ham shivered, and struggled to his feet, leaning against the wall as he gained his bearings. The throb in his head seemed to travel to his gut so he felt like puking. He gritted his teeth and waited a little longer.
As he waited, something brushed against his leg.
He shook the glass jar that he’d managed to hang onto throughout his buffet and fall. A leather covering was tied over the jar’s mouth, skin with punched holes. The fireflies in the jar glowed bright, giving him some illumination.
He looked to see a mongoose rubbing against him. Despite his headache, Ham grinned, picking it up one-handed. The long rat-catcher scanned the narrow corridor with alert eyes.
The large supply of stored food naturally brought problems, the biggest being rodents, mice and rats particularly. Gaea had suggested the answer before the trip began and had thus brought aboard several mongooses—they were larger, stronger than cats and more fearless. A small colony of them roamed the Ark, hunting the mice and rats and whatever else had stowed aboard, keeping them in check.
Ham noticed the beam he’d bumped against. Water condensed so a drop dripped. He set down the glass jar and ran his fingers over the beam. Wet. He picked up the jar, ducked under the beam and felt the mongoose squirm. He let go and the mongoose pushed its hind feet against him as it slithered after movement in the darkness. Ham lifted the jar as the corridor titled down again. The mongoose chased a rat, both of them darting around a corner.
The timbers groaned all around him and planks creaked, and he heard the gurgle of water. He held up the jar to hollowed-out bamboo tubing tacked onto the ceiling. The ends of each pipe were sealed with tung-oil and lime, and the entire bamboo line ran throughout the Ark. The system was rather clever, in Ham’s estimation. Oh, they had such systems in Arad. He amended that. The city of Arad had had them. Arad like the rest of the Antediluvian World was no more. In any case, the watering system began with the roof of the Ark. Walls had been built up in the center of the roof to provide them a fresh water cistern, catching the rain. Shem, since it was his task, operated the valve that allowed the cistern water to rush through bamboo pipes and fill various tanks on the first deck and the main reservoir there. Later he opened the first deck reservoir valve and water gurgled to the second deck tank and from there the third and bottom deck. Gravity provided the water-movement, and from the main tanks, bamboo pipes controlled by valves filled the hundreds of water troughs.
Ham shook his head. Moving all the water by buckets would have been a nightmare of a chore. Although the Ark taken as a whole was big, within and everywhere you went narrow, tight confines squeezed claustrophobically. There were narrow corridors, narrow stalls and pens, tight fitting rooms. If two of them passed in a corridor, Ham exhaled and slid hard against the wall and still they brushed one another.
With one hand on the wall, Ham continued checking animals. The third, bottom deck was where they held the bigger beasts, the young elephants, hippos, giraffes, behemoths and great sloths, and the lions, sabertooth cats, cave bears and dire wolves. All the big animals had bamboo-fed water troughs and bulk feeders, so he merely had to lift the glass jar today, inspect that nothing was wrong and then go to the next pen or stall. The gloom of the bottom deck helped keep these animals calmer than otherwise—and of course the narrow confines didn’t allow them room to hurt themselves with thrashing or pacing or too much jostling, which in turn made certain the boards held throughout the journey. In some of the rooms, they had burrowing creatures like moles and gophers, and they loved the darkness. Tomorrow he’d have to feed some of them live mealworms and the larger predators, plump feeder rats.
In one of the last stalls, an eye glittered at him as the beast moaned in complaint.
Ham raised the jar and studied the young hippos. Then he slotted the jar in a holder he’d made, drew a blanket off the beast and fingered it. It was dry. He dipped the blanket in the hippo trough and then flung the wet thing back onto the beasts. Although it was too humid down here, it was also too hot.
Getting rid of excess heat was their biggest worry, as least in terms of air movement. Ham filed that away for later.
He went back to the behemoth stall and wet their blankets too. Both the behemoths and hippos were riverine beasts, using water in the wild to keep their tender skin damp.
The passageways down here—throughout the entire ship—seemed endless and mazelike. But he had long ago memorized the routes. The bamboo pipes didn’t leak, the water troughs weren’t spilling and the feeders hadn’t been blocked. None of the animals had hurt themselves or gotten sick… It was going to be another easy day.
As he threaded his way through the corridors to the nearest stairway, he saw the mongoose trotting with its head high and the fat dead rat in its narrow jaws.
He and Methuselah had once calculated the space within the Ark and the number of animals they could hold. It terms of sheep it had come out to 125,000. The vast majority of the animals of course were smaller than a sheep, more the size of hens. Altogether, with the huge stocks of feed and fodder and “guests” they had room to spare. Some of those spaces had been stocked with civilized goods: papyrus rolls in sealed jars, plentiful tools like hammers, saws, anvils, nails, augers, chisels and oil lamps, tents, pots, octopus ink for writing, animal harnesses, a favorite painting or two, all the things needed to restart civilization wherever or whenever they landed.
He climbed onto the middle deck, stepped into a closet and released the fireflies into a glass pen, setting aside the jar. Enough light filtered from the windows on the upper deck so one didn’t need the fireflies here on the second deck unless one wished to read a book. Ham didn’t. He seldom read, although he had a few papyrus volumes stored away like everyone else.
As he trudged through passageways, he heard a new sound: the rising and falling of water. It added to the constant creak of planks.
He opened a door and immediately felt the suction. He shuddered, disliking this chamber, the biggest on the ship. This was the moon-pool, a hole in the middle of the Ark. The walls extended from the keel and up into the ship where he stood. As the Ark crested huge waves, the water in the moon-pool rose. It rose now, pushing the air.
Ham stared at the water—the water that had destroyed a world. As the Ark tilted and the timbers groaned and the ship slid down the wave, the water in the moon-pool went down, sucking air so hard that Ham felt it rush across his face.
The strain on the bottom hull was relieved by the moon-pool. Not that the Ark was a sailing vessel. The vast Ark had none of those normal ship tensions—it had no tree-tall mast and sail and no V-shaped hull—and thus the strain wasn’t as great as if it had been built like a sailing ship. Still, with the barge’s extraordinary size the moon-pool helped make sure the tension never would become so much as to break apart the ship. The rising and lowering water also helped move the air throughout the rest of the Ark. It acted like a giant piston and helped rid the ship of heat and bad animal gases. The last use of the moon-pool was that it was a safe place to dump garbage such as manure. You didn’t have to go outside where you could get swept overboard, but could stay safely within the Ark.
He left the moon-pool chamber, saw and said hello to Ruth as she cared for hundreds of small animals and climbed the stairs to the upper deck. It was brighter here and the animals more lively. Chirps, squawks, trills, bleats, growls, bellows and other animal noises mingled with the chatter of monkeys and parrots and the Ark itself.
He opened a door and climbed the ladder-chute to the walkway underneath the cubit-wide windows. In a long row, the windows lined each side of the Ark, the major source of fresh air. In each window was a wooden and adjustable slat for partial opening and complete shutting. Outside, a parapet hung over the windows so rain didn’t slash in; while above them outside on the roof was the fresh-water cistern.
In the middle of the walkway, Noah peered out a window. He wore a warm coat with a hood over his head.
Ham shivered at the chill, having forgotten to put on something extra. His sweat made it worse. Briskly, he strode to his father and refrained from glancing outside. The sight always depressed and, frankly, terrified him.
As he approached, Noah glanced his way and then took to peering out the window again. “Good day, my son.”
“Father.”
“How’s the bottom deck doing?”
“Too hot and humid,” Ham said.
Noah nodded.
The windows were a quarter open, and the wind blew over them and helped move the air. The whistling also made conversation a matter of loud talking.
Noah glanced at him again and his eyes widened. “What happened to you?”
Ham told him about the bump.
Frowning, Noah touched the knot.
Ham winced.
“You need to find your mother,” Noah said.
“I’m all right.”
“No. Find her. Let her look at that.”
Ham nodded.
“You’ve got to be more careful,” Noah said.
“Sure. And maybe you could move us into quieter waters.”
Frowning, Noah glanced out the window.
Ham did too, and wished he hadn’t. A bleak scene greeted him. Dark clouds roiled overhead and in the distance lightning flashed. It was an end of the world scene: Armageddon, Ragnarok and the Apocalypse. The wild, constant sea swayed and threw up waves and whitecaps. At least it had stopped raining all the time. Sometimes local rainstorms poured water onto the worldwide, horizon-less ocean, but no longer a night-and-day torrent.
Ham squinted. Far away it rained. He took a deep breath. There was no land anywhere on Earth. Only they lived. No birds or creatures that walked on land had survived the dreadful doom, the wrath of Jehovah. Only what remained on the Ark among land animals lived, in the entire world. Sobering, sobering…Ham turned away, shaking his head.
It was always too much.
A hand squeezed his shoulder.
“It won’t last forever,” Noah said.
“Why everyone and everything?” Ham asked.
“Wickedness had reached a dreadful pitch.”
“It didn’t seem that bad, Father. I-I mean, it was bad, but this?”
Noah nodded. “None of us is holy, my boy. We’re human. We sin. We’re stained by sin. We don’t realize the awfulness of sin, how terrible it really is. Our very sin blinds us to its wretchedness. But someday… someday there will be no more sin. The Redeemer will pay for our sins. Those of us who believe will thus be saved from Sheol, from the Lake of Fire, the second death, just as we’re saved from the end of our world.”
“I wasn’t that much better in terms of sin than those who perished,” Ham said.
“Nor I either,” Noah said, “not when compared to Jehovah’s holiness. It was His grace that saved us, that will redeem us in ages to come. Because you believe in the One to Come, Ham, and have turned from rebellious sinning, repented, that is why you were saved now and will be on that Day.”
For a time Ham was silent.
Noah cleared his throat. “You said it was too hot below?”
“The blankets on the hippos and behemoths dried out again, while condensation has pooled on the walls.”
“How much humidity?” Noah asked.
“I think we should open to half.”
Noah considered it and finally opened his window to half.
“I’ll do the other side,” Ham said.
“Maybe you should have your mother check your forehead first.”
“I’ll be okay.”
Noah clapped him on the back and began to work along the walkway, levering open one half of each of the cubit-wide windows. Ham climbed down the chute, went to the windows on the other side and adjusted each of them.
As the air circulated from these top-level windows, the cooler outside air sank to the bottom of the Ark and was warmed as it did. The hot bottom air rose and thus cycled easily out the windows. All this was helped of course by the push of the pistonlike action of the moon-pool. What had surprised Ham the most about the air circulation was the constant need to get rid of heat, the heat generated by the thousands of animal bodies. At times, he imaged the Ark as a floating lump of charcoal, radiating heat to the outside watery world.
Finished with the chore, Ham ambled to Gaea’s tiny herb garden. His mother squeezed among tabled rows of potted, slotted plants. She wore a white dress and a concentrated scowl as she sprinkled water from a can. As the Ark swayed, she kept easy balance, although she always kept a hand on a table.
Ham breathed deeply, drinking in the garden-like odor. Gaea could always be found here. He didn’t blame her. If one discounted the constant back and forth ship-sway, the greenery and smell here made it feel like you were back on the ground, back in the world they knew.
“Ham! What happened to you?”
He opened his eyes at her touch.
She fussed over the angry knot and guided him into the next room, making him lie down on the cot. She put a damp rag over his forehead and bade him drink hot broth. After she checked his forehead, she asked questions about how his head felt, any dizziness, ringing in his ears, had he vomited, those sorts of things.
“I’m fine,” he said.
“I think you should go to your room and sleep. You may have a concussion. I’ll send Rahab to check on you.”
He nodded, but that hurt his head. He wondered if that was his mother talking him into feeling the pain. But he did as ordered and shuffled to his room. The tiny cubicle held a cot, some paintings on the wall, a porthole open at the moment, two sea chests and several of Rahab’s dresses lying on the pegged-down table and chairs.
He picked up a kitten sleeping on the bed and lay down, with it purring on his chest.
His eyes fluttered later as the door opened and closed.
“Ham! What happened to your head?” Rahab asked, kneeling beside him.
He winced. The knot throbbed, worse not better. He told her what had happened as she held the kitten, stroking it.
Then he noticed that her eyes were puffy. “Rahab, why have you been crying?”
She squeezed the kitten to her breasts and looked away.
“Rahab,” he said gently, touching her shoulder. “What is it?”
Tears leaked from her eyes.
“Oh, Rahab. Darling. Please, tell me what’s wrong.”
She set down the kitten, which mewed, and held onto him. “Oh, Ham,” she said, weeping. “I’m barren. Barren!”
He stroked her back. All the wives of the sons of Noah were barren.
“Europa is pregnant,” she said.
Ah. For just a moment his hand stopped. Then he stroked her back again. “Are you sure?”
“Yes!”
“Well, isn’t that good news?” he asked.
“Yes!”
“Did you talk to Gaea about it?”
“Yes.”
“Rahab.” He held her shoulders and then wiped one of her tears. “What did mother say?”
“She laughed.”
“Mother did?”
Rahab nodded.
Ham had wondered before how they were going to repopulate the world when none of their wives had ever borne children.
“I told her it wasn’t a laughing matter,” Rahab said.
“No,” Ham said. “What did mother say then?”
“That children are gifts from Jehovah. That the reason Europa, Ruth and I have been barren all these years is because Jehovah has closed our wombs. But once in the New World she feels that Jehovah will surely open them.”
“That’s wonderful.”
“Oh, Ham, how can I be certain I’ll ever have children? Europa is pregnant and I’m sure Ruth soon will be too. But what about me?”
Ham grinned, and he wiped away another tear, and then a second. He lifted her chin and kissed her lightly. “You want a baby, is that it?”
“Yes,” Rahab cried.
“If Europa is pregnant then maybe you soon will be too.”
“Do you really think so?”
“Let’s find out,” he said, drawing her into bed with him.
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Europa touched her stomach as she moved to the next stall and slid aside a wooden slat, pouring grain into a chute. Pregnant. That’s what she was. Jehovah had answered her prayers. And yet…
With a callused hand, she picked up the feed pail, shuffling to the next stall and repeating the slat-opening procedure and the pouring of grain. The big ship shifted underneath her, but she had long ago developed her sea legs.
There would be no attendants helping her during the pregnancy or assisting when the baby was born. Like a peasant, like a wild beast of the field, she had to rise and work regardless of her pregnancy and wear herself out in drudgery. For so many years, she had envisioned it otherwise. She had scrimped and saved and one by one secured the freedom of her enslaved siblings. Her father would have been proud—he had taught her well.
“That’s nothing now,” she whispered, heading to the storage room for more grain.
The Flood had seen to that. Everything was gone and forever wiped out. What sort of world would she bring her baby into?
“You shan’t be a king or a queen, my baby.”
They were peasants, a handful of them in the entire world, grunting like animals as they scrabbled to survive. If that wasn’t enough trouble, her husband brooded, his mind absorbed with spurious calculations and speculations. In the world to come a man like Ham, strong, inventive and cunning, would be better suited than her husband who was erudite, a deep thinker and given to pursuing the silliest of notions. A straightforward brute like Ham thrived in worlds needing hard work and a passionate zeal to win. Men like Japheth needed people who respected philosophic acumen. Lately he had become absorbed with a need to record everything for posterity. She shook her head. What good was a writer in a world devoid of readers? 
“Endure,” she whispered, listening as she rattled grain into her bucket. If she couldn’t be a queen, she could at least train her children to become royalty; or perhaps her grandchildren could be rulers.
She grimaced, realizing that she was back where she had started: plotting for her relations to rise in the world. The first time her brothers and sisters had forgotten all her hard efforts. She wondered if it would be the same with her grandchildren.
“Not if I can help it,” she said, touching her stomach again, marveling that after all these years she was finally with child.
It almost seemed like a miracle.
Perhaps it was.
It gave her hope, of sorts. But she had been so long without hope. Would it prove enough?
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The knot had almost disappeared when Ham knocked on his oldest brother’s cabin door. Gaea had told him to fetch Japheth. Ham knocked again. He’d searched all over the second deck, Japheth’s area of supervision, and hadn’t been able to find him.
“Japheth,” he said, rapping his knuckles on the wood.
He glanced both ways along the narrow passageway. Where had Japheth hidden himself?
Ham tested the latch. Open. So he popped the door a crack and peered in. No one was here. His eye widened. Pegged to the further wall was a small table and chair. In a hole in the table was a cup and beside it an upright quill and a papyrus roll.
Although Ham knew that Japheth would be angry, his curiosity won out. He stepped in, closed the door, shuffled to the stand and saw scrawled: My Journey on the Ark.
Ham removed the wooden lid and found the cup a quarter-full with octopus ink. The ostrich quill was cut for writing and stained at the tip. Ham slipped a scroll from its leather tube and unrolled it enough to feel that this was top grade papyrus.
He idly scanned it, noting there were entries dated such as Ark, Day 15, or Ark, Day 103. He went to the beginning and read the first entry.
Ark, Day 1: Today the Old World ends. There is lightning, geysers, earthquakes and rain! How it pours. The drum of it beats doom to the earth.
Trust Japheth to have a pretentious style. Ham unrolled more.
Ark, Day 17 caught his eye: Terror and horror upon horrors froze all emotions today with stark fear. Rain lashes, whirlpools swirl and the Ark scraped over a mountain. The grind made Ham’s face look like a skull. He needed a drink. We all did. I vomited my lunch. Even father paled. Shem fell to his knees and prayed aloud. There was grinding, groaning and the scrape of doom. Ham and I ran down stairs, ducking beams, blabbering. He picked up boards. I grabbed a hammer and nails. The grinding sound, the awful sound, when would it end? We reached the bottom and watched, waiting for a breach and water to geyser and end our days.
Then, thank the Holy One, the Ark slid off the mountain. The grinding stopped. Boards clattered and Ham sank to the floor, weeping. I laughed like a maniac, glad to be alive and not drowning in doom.
Please, O Jehovah in Heaven, don’t give any more days like this.
Ham pursed his lips, debating picking up the quill and blotting ink all over the entry. He hadn’t been crying. He had been terrified, and relieved once the Ark floated normally. But weeping?
Ark, Day 41: Hallelujah! The rain has stopped.
Ark, Day 46: It rained again, but not the savage downpour of before. This is a local phenomenon. Thank Jehovah for that. As the first drop hit, dread that it would never end filled me. Father says that one day we will walk on dry land again. I pray he is right.
Ark, Day 61: One would think that long exposure might build up a tolerance to this existence. It isn’t so, at least not for me. I loathe narrow corridors, cramped rooms and close air. To run again until sweat pours out of me and I’m gasping, to swing my arms without bumping into wood, I ache for it. The animal noises drive me mad. Never is there peace, a moment of silent repose. How long, O Jehovah, will this last? I’m thankful of course that You saved me, that I’m not dead and doomed, but isn’t this the next thing to being a corpse? Dry up the Earth, dear Jehovah, please, I beg this of You. Noah said You have saved us, but saved us from what? This isn’t life.
Ark, Day 72: Europa is troubled. She says I sit and stare out the porthole too much. Ah, dear wife, you must let me be, let me be. I gaze for freedom. I imagine myself as a seagull or eagle soaring in the clouds, free to stretch, to roam and to escape these constricting corridors. Sometimes I grow queasy when I awake from sleep, knowing I must tramp yet another day up and down these creaking, groaning corridors, checking the creatures, bumping into the walls and speaking to the same people again as I have for weeks on end. When, oh when, will we land?
Ark, Day 85: O what a glorious sight I saw—an entire pod of whales. From my porthole, I witnessed the geyser of water and the sprouting of huge heads. Entranced, I watched them pass, each beast rising in turn and moving through the worldwide sea.
That answers one of my questions. Sea creatures have survived the cataclysm. I wonder now if we could fish for food. Success seems unlikely. The vast volume of water means that the surviving fish will be scattered in tiny pockets. Perhaps they will be curious of us and come near.
Thank you, O Jehovah, for letting me see the whales. The sight gives me hope. May this hope continue to spring eternal.
Ark, Day 90: Ah, this is interesting indeed. The Ark plows through a vast mat of vegetation. Leagues upon leagues of it have clumped together to form a seeming land bridge of seaweed. The waves, I suspect, have forced together the flotsam of a dead world.
I went to the moon-pool and with a long line and hook dragged up pieces of the seaweed. Roots had sprouted from the various plants. Wedded to the fifth piece of seaweed I found insect eggs. This is significant. Once and if the water recedes, plants will grow again all over the world and insects will undoubtedly hatch after the ground dries out—Noah says it will so it must, for father is never wrong. Didn’t my father predict the Flood? But I digress. What I find most interesting— Ham looked up as the latch rattled. With a guilty start, he rolled up the volume and slipped it into its leather tube.
Japheth came up short as he stepped into the room and as Ham set the volume on the desk. They stared at one another. His tall brother glanced at the volume and then back into his eyes. Japheth’s face turned crimson and then pale and darker crimson again as his nostrils flared.
“Thief!” Japheth cried.
“Thief?”
Japheth lunged, grabbed him by the tunic and shoved him against the wall. “What are you doing in my room?” he shouted, spraying spittle.
“I was looking for you.”
With eyes reddening like a berserk bull, Japheth shook him. “You read it, didn’t you?”
“Let go of me.”
“Thief!” Japheth cried. He shook Ham harder, bumping his shoulders against the wall.
Ham shot his hands up between Japheth’s arms, knocking off his brother’s hands. Japheth snarled. Ham shoved him in the chest. His brother staggered across the small room and thumped against the door.
Japheth’s eyes widened with rage.
“If you’re going to get mad than so should I,” Ham said. “I wasn’t crying. It was sweat. I was sweating from running down the stairs. If you’re going to keep a journal than at least write the truth about me.”
“What?” Japheth shouted. “What?”
“When the Ark slid across that mountain,” Ham said. “You and I ran below, remember? You said when the Ark slid off I started crying. That’s a lie. I was sweating.”
Japheth shrieked and leapt across the room. Ham’s reaction was automatic. He didn’t hit his brother because he knew his father would be furious. He wrestled Japheth into a headlock. Japheth raged, squirming, forcing Ham to lock harder.
“Settle down, will you?” Ham said. “Get ahold of yourself.”
Japheth was incapable of speech, which gave Ham an inkling of what he’d done. Japheth was the family thinker. He prided himself on logical thought, on keeping his composure at all times.
“I’m going to let you go,” Ham said. “But if you come at me again I’ll put you in another headlock.”
Japheth panted, silent.
Ham let go and stepped for the door, although he faced his brother.
Red-faced, Japheth straightened and glared at Ham.
“I’m sorry,” Ham said.
Japheth squinted.
Ham wanted to tell him again that he hadn’t been crying. Then he noticed tears welling in his brother’s eyes. He looked away, and he darted out the door and hurried down the corridor. He wondered how Japheth would enter this in his volume.
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After that, neither Japheth nor Ham talked to each other. It was most noticeable at the family table. The eating quarters were in a long, narrow room and with a narrow table. Japheth and Ham had taken to sitting at opposite ends.
As Shem and his wife rose from the table one day, Gaea said, “Ham, Japheth, I want the two of you to wait.”
Noah excused himself and so did Rahab and Europa.
When the door closed, Gaea motioned them. “I can’t keep swiveling my head to talk with each of you.”
Reluctantly, Ham rose and slid to the middle. So did Japheth. They sat beside each other and across from their mother.
“This must end,” Gaea said.
Neither Japheth nor Ham offered a word.
“You’re the oldest, Japheth,” Gaea said.
Japheth held up a thin-fingered hand, the tips stained with octopus ink. “He trespassed and used property he had no right touching.”
“He did go at my request,” Gaea said.
“Into my room?” asked Japheth.
“No,” Gaea said. “That was a mistake. You admit that, don’t you, Ham?”
“I told him I was sorry the first day it happened,” Ham said.
Gaea bobbed her head. “Forgiveness is important, Japheth.”
“He’s forgiven,” Japheth said with a wave of his hand.
“That isn’t very convincing,” Gaea said.
Japheth threw up his hands. “Must I bow down to him? Will that satisfy honor?”
Gaea, a stern-eyed woman with strong forearms, leaned across the table. “I don’t want that kind of tone from you. This is a serious matter.”
Japheth glanced up to meet her gaze. He had stared at the table until now. “The Ark drives all of us mad. I realize that. My room and even more my volume are my sanctuary. He invaded it and even called me a liar over words I’d written.”
“Is that true?” Gaea asked.
Ham shrugged.
“I asked you a question,” Gaea said.
“I was sweating,” Ham said.
“What are you talking about?”
Ham told her about the entry when the Ark had scraped across mountain rocks and they thought the ship might be holed.
“We were all terrified that day,” Gaea said.
“I wasn’t crying,” insisted Ham.
Gaea exhaled. “What does it matter?”
“Matter?” Ham asked. “Because it’s a—”
“Hold!” Gaea said. “You’d better think very carefully what you say now, Ham. This is a serious thing, as I’ve said. We go to start a new world. Hatred is not welcomed in it. Cain hated Abel and slew him because of it. I do not want to lose my sons the same way. We are starting over and becoming like Adam and Eve. Maybe we can rid the world of war this time around, but only if we restrain hatred.”
“That’s idealistic,” Japheth said. “And therefore it is unrealistic.”
“Perhaps,” Gaea said. “But you two will train two thirds of humanity. Will you each teach them to hate one third of it?”
“We’re not talking about that,” Ham said.
“Not yet,” Gaea said. “But unsolved rage soon descends there. That is why you must think carefully, Ham. Could a tear perhaps have fallen from your eye that day?”
Ham shrugged, scowling.
“I implore you, Japheth,” Gaea said. “I implore you to forgive your brother.”
Japheth twisted his mouth in the manner that said he was thinking. After a time he nodded. “I forgive you. I’m sorry I lunged at you.”
Ham took the proffered hand. “Maybe my eyes watered and you took literary license in writing that.”
“Maybe so,” Japheth said.
“Good,” Gaea said. “Now help me with the dishes.”
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Two weeks later and at the family table as they sipped hot broth in lieu of dessert, Japheth broached an idea. “I’ve been wondering about the new world and the animals we’ve brought across from the old.”
“Eh?” Noah asked.
“Is there a need for dragons, sabertooth cats and lions?” Japheth asked. “Why don’t we kill these particular animals and insure greater safety for humanity?”
“Kill the baby dragons?” Rahab asked.
“They aren’t really babies,” Japheth said. “Those sharp teeth…” He shook his head. “I hate them both. Sometimes I give their cage a good kick.”
“You shouldn’t do that,” Noah said. “They might remember that and take it out on you later.”
“That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Japheth said. “Let’s kill the dangerous beasts and make the Earth a safer place.”
“No,” Gaea said. “That’s a bad idea.”
“Why?”
“Jehovah brought them aboard,” she said. “Who then are we to kill them off?”
“Maybe Jehovah is testing our wisdom,” Japheth said.
“No,” Noah said. “I agree with your mother. It might seem like the safer thing to do. But Jehovah wanted them kept alive. Thus, we’ll keep them alive.” He poked the table with his finger. “Don’t kick the dragon cage. If you can’t stand them, ignore them. They’re Ham’s responsibility; let him take care of them.”
Ham grunted and took another sip of broth. The dragons were dangerous. Japheth was right about that. The female had almost taken off his hand three weeks ago. Ever since then, he had taken greater care around her. But maybe the dragon had snapped because Japheth had kicked the cage.
Japheth said, “I still think we should consider the idea.”
Noah shook his head, and there the matter ended… for the moment.
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For the rest of his life Ham remembered exactly what he was doing when it happened. He turned to Rahab as they walked down the corridor to their room. It was after supper, and Japheth had told everyone they had been aboard the Ark for five mouths or one hundred and fifty days. Ham turned to Rahab and commented on the red ribbon she had tied in her hair.
“It looks perfect on you,” he said.
She opened her mouth to reply. Ham noticed her white teeth and moving tongue but suddenly he couldn’t hear what she said. There came a dreadful grinding and groaning as timbers protested. In seconds, the noise became deafening. The shiver under their feet became a vicious shaking and lumber screamed.
Ham stared at Rahab, she stared back at him and they flew into each other’s arms.
The terrible groaning, the grind, the roar and bedlam quit. Just like that. There was silence, stillness and a lack of the ever-present sway. Motion had ceased.
“We’re grounded,” he croaked.
“Grounded?” she whispered.
“Grounded!” he shouted. He leaped past her, pounding down the corridor.
“Ham, wait for me.”
He didn’t. Panic threatened as he ducked around corners and raced down the passageway. The Ark didn’t groan or the planks creak. The giant barge didn’t sway, pitch and make it hard to walk. They were dead still in the worldwide ocean. Like a monkey, he clambered up the chute and popped through the hatch and onto the walkway. Noah, Shem and Gaea already peered out the windows.
“What happened?” Ham bellowed.
None of them turned. They kept staring outside.
Ham looked out, too. Waves crashed against the ship, shooting up spray and water. But the Ark no longer moved. The entire sea did. The whole horizon was vast motion and wave action, but not them. They had grounded fast.
“What does it mean?” Ham shouted.
Grave and dignified, Noah turned toward him.
“What does it mean, Father? Will we be pounded to pieces?”
“No,” Noah said. “I think the Flood has begun to recede. The worst of it is over and now Jehovah has remembered us.”
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For two and a half months, they rested on a mountain—they presumed. For over seventy days, the sea lashed against them and the wind howled. On several occasions, tremors shook the Ark.
“What do you think that was?” Japheth asked their father at the dinner table.
“The seas aren’t unusually wild during the tremors,” Gaea said. “I was on watch when it happened and that’s the first thing I noticed.”
 “Could they have been distant earthquakes?” Noah asked.
“Upheavals in the earth,” Japheth said.
Ham wanted to ask his oldest brother if that’s how he’d write it down. But he forked himself an extra helping of peas instead.
They had grounded and for two and half more months, they trooped to their chores before the seventeenth day of the seventh month showed them a most wonderful sign. Rahab saw it first and raced to tell everyone else. She practically hopped from foot to foot in her eagerness to show Ham.
“Hurry,” she said, dragging him by the hand. “Come on.”
“I’m coming, I’m coming.”
They climbed the chute and once again, Ham peered out a cubit-wide window.
“Oh,” he said, staring transfixed.
“Thank Jehovah, Ham. Thank Him.”
“Yes, thank you, Jehovah,” Ham said. “Thank you, oh thank you.”
Patches of land were all around them, bare dots in the sea. Waves washed over some and made them seem like marine gophers sneaking a peek and then diving out of sight, but always popping back up to look again.
“The tops of mountains,” Rahab said.
Yes, that’s what they had to be. After 224 days on the Ark, not counting the first seven when nothing had happened, land once again showed itself on the face of the earth.
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At first, the lowering of the worldwide sea seemed easy to measure. But as more of the mountains were revealed, it became more difficult to notice. Ham disliked the starkness of the land. It was barren, ugly earth and rocky. It hadn’t been like that in the Antediluvian World.
Japheth had all sorts of conjectures of what was talking place. “Those mats of seaweed we saw will eventually strike land. Plants will take root and begin to grow. After a time I suspect the insect eggs will hatch.”
“You hope,” Shem said.
“We’re doomed if they don’t,” Japheth said.
“Will it always be this windy?” asked Ruth. “All I hear is the howl of the wind.”
Ham nodded. It had never been windy like this in the Old World. He wondered how many things would be different.
Thirty days after they had spotted the mountaintops, Gaea saw corpses on a nearby mountain.
“Perhaps that’s what the predators will eat when we release them,” Japheth said.
“When will we leave the Ark, Father?” Europa asked.
Noah slurped soup as they ate at the family table. He lowered the spoon and dabbed his mouth with a napkin. “I’ve been thinking about that.”
“And?” Europa asked.
“It may be time for a test,” Noah said.
“What kind of test?”
“To check how much land has been uncovered.”
“How would you do that?”
“I was thinking of sending out a bird.” Noah said.
“Ah,” Europa said. “Yes, why not send out a vulture? It could live off the corpses.”
“We know there are corpses,” Gaea said. “That isn’t what we need to test.”
“That’s right,” Noah said. “As I said, it’s the amount of dry land that concerns us.”
“What about a raven?” Rahab asked. “Send it out.”
Noah’s eyes lit up. “Yes. That’s a good idea.”
So several days later Noah took a raven from the birdcages. Everyone trailed him and, one after another they climbed the chute and to the windows. Noah bowed his head and said a short prayer. Then he leaned out the middle window and threw out his hands, tossing the raven into the air. The big, black bird squawked and opened its wings, and with several hardy flaps, it climbed into the sky.
“Look at it go,” Rahab cried.
“It’s beautiful,” Gaea said.
“It’s heading toward the sun,” said Shem.
Noah plucked at his beard, watching it, his eyes hooded.
Japheth, with his mouth twisted, said, “On the 264th day of the Flood, Noah sent forth a raven, which flew to and fro.”
“Will he come back?” Ruth asked.
“We’ll have to wait and see,” Gaea said.
The raven didn’t return.
“Ravens are unclean birds,” Gaea said six days later. “They’re scavengers with no qualms about resting on dead things.”
“What should we send next, my dear?” Noah asked Rahab.
“A dove.”
“A fine idea,” Noah said.
“The 271st day,” Japheth said quietly.
The next day, Noah let the dove fly and it returned soon thereafter. Everyone agreed because there was no good resting-place for it.
After a wait of seven more days, Noah tried again. It wasn’t until evening that the dove returned, with an olive shoot in its beak. Thus, they knew that things like trees had begun to grow again.
On the 285th day, Noah released the dove again. This time it stayed away for good.
“The land can support bird life,” Noah said. “Japheth’s theories seem to be right.”
“The question now becomes, when do we fly away?” Japheth said.
Noah pondered. “Not yet,” he said.
For twenty-nine days after letting the dove go for the last time, Noah waited. The winds were less than before and it had become too hot in the bottom hold.
“We’ve got to do something,” Ham said. “The animals are panting because of the heat.”
“We’ll take down part of the roof,” Noah said. “That should help circulate the air better.”
The next day, with hammers, Noah and his sons took apart some of the roof, careful to leave the cistern in place.
Ham with the others studied the barren, forbidding landscape. Here and there were patches of greenery, but dirt and rocks lay everywhere.
“The land must be soaked with water,” Japheth said.
“And there will be vast lakes and terrible runoff in other places,” said Shem.
“Look,” Ham said, “what’s that mass?”
Shem squinted. “More corpses, I think.”
Ham shuddered.
Noah snapped his fingers. “Keep working. I want to be done by evening.”
They finished the job, and for 57 days, they debated when to leave the Ark, but always Noah shook his head.
Bit by bit the land grew greener, although it never looked as good as it had around Noah’s Keep. Finally, on the 371st day of the Flood, Noah made a long awaited for pronouncement: “It’s time to leave the Ark. For Jehovah did say to me: ‘Come out of the Ark, you and your wife and your sons and their wives. Bring out every kind of living creature that is with you—the birds, the animals, and all the creatures that move along the ground—so they can multiply on the Earth and be fruitful and increase in number upon it.’”
Everyone cheered and together went to the mighty door. There, Noah prayed, and the door opened with a thump onto the dry land. Noah led the way, with his family behind him. They had survived the terrible journey.
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The weather-beaten Ark with its bottom hull overgrown with marine grass and barnacles lay athwart the mountain of Ararat. The door stood ajar, the vessel empty, used up, fulfilled of its awesome task.
In the almost bare valley below there stood eight weary people. They had searched for rocks, one by one piling them together until Noah had his altar. Cold winds howled. Storm clouds billowed. It looked like rain.
Rahab snuggled closer beside Ham. He drew his cloak about the two of them.
Noah lifted his arms in prayer, the smoke of burnt offerings strong and dark, snaking to the heavens with their angry clouds. Noah prayed as thunder boomed, making each of them flinch. The thunder boomed louder. Lightning flashed.
Noah cried out and fell on his face before the altar.
Ham’s stomach clenched. He dropped to his knees and bowed low before the altar. All of them did. Then a great and powerful wind tore at the mountain of Ararat, shattering rocks.
Ham trembled uncontrollably. He cried out, so did Rahab and the others.
“Don’t look up!” Noah shouted. “For Jehovah is not in the wind.”
After the wind, there was an earthquake, but Jehovah was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire, but Jehovah was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper.
Noah pulled his cloak over his face and rose from his knees. Ham and the others kept their faces pressed to the ground.
“This is what Jehovah says,” Noah told them, “Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his heart is evil from childhood. And never again will I destroy all living creatures, as I have done. As long as the Earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night will never cease.”
Then Noah ceased speaking, and in a whisper, Jehovah spoke to them all.
“Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the Earth. The fear and dread of you will fall upon all the beasts of the Earth and all the birds of the air, upon every creature that moves along the ground, and upon all the fish of the sea; they are given into your hands. Everything that lives and moves will be food for you. Just as I gave you the green plants, I now give you everything.
“But you must not eat meat that has its lifeblood still in it. And for your lifeblood, I will surely demand an accounting. I will demand an accounting from every animal. And from each man, too, I will demand an accounting for the life of his fellow man.
“Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of Jehovah has Jehovah made man.
“As for you, be fruitful and increase in number; multiply on the Earth and increase upon it.”
Then Jehovah said to Noah and to his sons with him: “I now establish My covenant with you and with your descendants after you and with every living creature that was with you—the birds, the livestock and all the wild animals, all those that came out of the Ark with you—every living creature on Earth. I establish My covenant with you: Never again will all life be cut off by the waters of a flood; never again will there be a flood to destroy the Earth.”
And Jehovah said, “This is the sign of the covenant I am making between me and you and every living creature with you, a covenant for all generations to come: I have set My rainbow in the clouds, and it will be the sign of the covenant between Me and the Earth. Whenever I bring clouds over the Earth and the rainbow appears in the clouds, I will remember My covenant between Me and you and all living creatures of every kind. Never again, will the waters became a flood to destroy all life. Whenever the rainbow appears in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between Jehovah and all living creatures of every kind on the Earth.”
So Jehovah said to Noah, “This is the sign of the covenant I have established between Me and all life on the Earth.”
Ham feared Jehovah, but to hear Him repeat these promises over and over again calmed him and reassured him that a new flood, a new disaster wasn’t about to slay them. Ham swallowed, wishing to call out and tell Jehovah that he was sorry for all the wrong he’d done. But he didn’t dare.
Then he heard: “It’s beautiful.”
Ham frowned. That sounded like his father.
Then he heard Shem suck in his breath.
Beside him, Rahab stirred.
Ham, no longer feeling the close presence of Jehovah, dared peek up. He blinked and rubbed his eyes. The dark clouds had rolled away and the sun shone. And over the Ark, bright, colorful and wonderful shone the world’s first rainbow.
Ham’s chest felt hollow; and a great welling of love toward Jehovah, of His awesome power and grandeur overwhelmed him. After a time, he glanced at Rahab. Tears streamed from her eyes. They smiled. And they held hands. Together, they gazed in rapture at the rainbow, recalling the blessed promises of Jehovah Almighty and that they had survived the Deluge.
 





 
Pharaoh’s Palace
 
Sitting on a stool in Pharaoh’s throne-room, Ham shook with exhaustion. He was a tired old man, although only half Methuselah’s final age. Something awful had happened because of the Flood. No one lived as long anymore. Nowadays people died young, in their fifties or sixties, enfeebled by seeming old age.
Pharaoh stirred. Ham both heard and smelled the sick man. Disgusting. Maybe for the first time in his life, he was glad to be blind. He was spared the sight of a ruler of Egypt rotting to death with boils.
“You tell an interesting fable,” Pharaoh wheezed.
“Fable?” Ham asked. “Is that what you think?”
“Old man, you don’t want to know what I think.”
Ham rubbed his face, having no strength left to argue.
“But tell me this,” Pharaoh whispered. “What was the point of your story?”
Ham bowed his head as if defeated.
“Shall the guard captain take you to the dungeon then?” Pharaoh asked. “There he will pry the point of your tale out of you.”
“Father!” Princess Taia cried. “You can’t mean that.”
“He blasphemes Egypt’s gods with these tales,” Pharaoh said.
As silent mockery, Ham felt Noah’s curse working its grim justice. The curse was an imp, a plague. Oh, if only he could journey back to that day, that dreadful moment in his father’s tent…
“Old man,” Pharaoh said. “What is your point?”
Ham wasn’t ready for the final showdown, so he said, “I beg thee, sire, grant me rest. My tale is not yet finished.”
“You mean there’s more?”
“Yes, sire, along with a revelation.”
Pharaoh tried to reply, but his own rough coughing interrupted him. He soon spat into a physician’s bowl. Finally, he asked, “What revelation?”
“You may yet be cured of your boils.”
“You lie like the serpent you are, old man, all so you can twist out a few more years of pathetic life.”
“I speak the truth.”
“What do you say, Chamberlain?” Pharaoh whispered.
“Your will is supreme, sire,” the chamberlain said. “All Egypt worships you. Yet not even the magicians know of a cure for your untimely illness. Perhaps this old one has hidden knowledge. Can it harm you to learn his secret of long life?”
“That’s just it,” whispered Pharaoh. “I don’t want to give him the pleasure of outliving me. For too long, this creature has outlived everyone in the family. The guards should have entered his room when my father died and cut his throat.” Pharaoh wheezed pitifully. “Will I live until the morrow?”
“Yes, sire,” the high priest of Sekhmet said.
“Rest then, you old goat,” Pharaoh told Ham. “And you, Guard Captain. If I die tonight, your orders are to enter his bedroom and shove a dagger in his belly.”
“Yes, Pharaoh,” the captain said.
“Now take him, Taia. He is your responsibility.”
“Yes, Father,” Taia said. “Come, Grandfather.”
With his joints popping, Ham rose and shuffled from the throne room down many corridors. He wheezed, and his heart thudded.
“It’s just a little farther,” Taia said.
Ham nodded as he fought off exhaustion. How he hated being old and feeble. He wondered if this was how his grandfather Lamech had felt, dying at the relatively young Antediluvian age of 777.
What he needed was a glass of wine or a bowl of beer. Beer! He hadn’t had a thirst for beer…for a long time. He grinned. The history of beer was the history of food. In Egypt, as elsewhere, two staples made up the diet: bread and beer, both products of grain. A common laborer ate three loaves of bread a day, two jugs of beer and onions so his breath stank worse than a camel’s. Even schoolboys—lads taught letters by priests—drank two jars of beer a day.
Ham shook his head, trying to clear it of facts, figures and history, so much history. Then his bedroom door’s hinges creaked, and he soon climbed onto his cot.
“Sleep well, Grandfather,” Taia said. “Tomorrow, you must finish your tale and tell them about Sarai’s witchery.”
Ham paused a moment. Sarai? Ah, yes, Abram’s wife, the one Pharaoh had taken. With that resolved, his head sank onto the pillow. His eyelids closed, and he wondered why a blind man felt the need to shut his eyes while sleeping.
“I’ll bring you fresh bread tomorrow. Would you like that?”
Something in her voice drew him back.
“You must tell them about Sarai,” Taia said. “Explain to Pharaoh that this woman is like Naamah, a sorceress.”
He was so tired. He could no longer concentrate. He faded…until Taia shook him.
“What?” he said.
“Why does Pharaoh hate you? Why did his father hate you, and his father before him?”
The reason shamed Ham. If he could change anything in his life, it would be that day, that dreadful day of long ago.
Then Ham lost his thread of thought and fell asleep. But the thread slithered into his subconscious, snaking to the place where it stirred memories. Soon, he began to dream.
 





Ararat
 
1.
 
“It’s freezing,” Rahab said.
Ham pulled her up to him on the mountainside and wrapped his arms around her. Clouds fled across the sky. The wind howled, tugging their garments like an angry beggar.
“Look at the Ark,” he said.
It rested in a cleft of granite, a monstrous, wooden ship stuck on a mountain. Bare rock and water-scoured boulders barely softened by patches of greenery—the Old World had never seen such bleakness. Life struggled to reassert itself from waterlogged seeds and saplings.
Ham guided Rahab over a bare mountain ridge and into a bleak valley, with loose shale sliding under their feet.
“It’s so silent,” Rahab said.
“And eerie,” Ham added. “Do you suppose this is what the Earth was like in the beginning, before Adam and Eve?”
“No. Not so forbidding,” Rahab said, “so savage.” She groped for his hand. “Can we survive here?”
“We must.”
Lighting flashed and thunder shook them.
Ham grimaced later. “At least I don’t have to worry about a charioteer of Havilah or a Slayer abducting you.”
“Or a Red Blades for you,” she said.
Despite the cool weather, sweat prickled his skin as they tramped up the next ridge. There, a strange and dreadful scene shocked them.
“Oh, Ham, how awful,” Rahab said. “It’s like the Old World’s bones.”
Logs, millions of uprooted trees, many of them monsters from the time of Eden, were jammed and thrust into the valley. Mold and fungus made thousands of them look leprous. How many other valleys were like this, filled with the debris and flotsam of the Flood?
The next valley led to a higher mountain. Halfway up it, they sheltered behind a boulder. There they devoured a package of bread and dried figs. At the top of the mountain, the wind blew hard but the view was fantastic.
“Oh, Ham, look.”
In the distance, far past the mountains—“Blue,” he said. “Like the horizon.”
“It’s the sea, the Floodwaters.”
“I think they’re still receding.”
“Can we go back to the Ark now? Have you seen enough?”
Returning in time for supper, the Ark’s narrow halls seemed cramped like a tomb.
Japheth and Europa had been exploring too. They told of a valley like a graveyard, filled with jelly-like corpses: animals, men and great fishes. According to Japheth, the waxy substance must have coated the corpses at some great depth. Those corpses must have only surfaced at the end of the Flood.
“If they had floated near the surface the entire time,” Japheth explained, “they would have decomposed by now.”
“They have become food for the Ark’s predators,” Ham said. “It’s a vast supply of carrion for them to feast on.”
“As the various fungi and molds on the logs you found will supply herbivores with sustenance,” Gaea said.
Noah ended the discussion, saying that tomorrow was going to be a hard day. They all needed their sleep.
The great release began the next morning at dawn. Rats, mice, sparrows, pigeons and pterodactyls fled the Ark together with deer, elk, glyptodons and elephants. Some of the animals wobbled, weak after a year of confinement. Others had mangy fur or sore hooves.
“We’ll never see this kind of day again,” Ham told Rahab.
A few hours before dusk, they were done. All the plant-eaters had left the ship, and the majority of those the immediate vicinity of the Ark. A moose bawled at them, then trotted away for one of the many mountain ridges. The reunited ravens wheeled overhead.
“We made it,” Gaea said, wearily. “We really did it.”
Noah put his arm around her waist and kissed her.
Ham took Rahab by the hand and whispered that maybe it was time to repopulate the Earth. She giggled, and they headed into the Ark.
 





 
2.
 
During the next few days, Ham saw deer munching on stranded seaweed and elephants plucking the first shoots of new trees. A behemoth tore bark off dead logs, and sparrows pecked water-soaked grains. Before the week was out, a fly buzzed past his ear.
“If the insects have returned, then it’s time to release the predators,” Noah said.
The next morning, wolves, lions, hyenas, dragons, hawks, eagles and bears ambled, slunk or flew to freedom. The leopards nosed the sheep pen until Japheth chased them away with hounds.
During the next week, they endured a rainstorm, a sudden drop in the temperature and a howling wind that reminded them of the worst days of the Flood. Then the sun shone, and it warmed up again.
“What a strange world,” Gaea said. “It’s so unlike the first.”
“Sin destroys,” Noah said.
They ate lunch aboard the Ark, six of them.
Then the door banged open. A wild-eyed Japheth burst into the room. “The horses are gone!”
There was bedlam until Noah rapped the table with his knuckles. “What happened?”
“I walked the horses,” Japheth said, “exercising them. Then a lion jumped out and roared. All the horses fled but for one whose bridle I held.”
“Did you ride and give chase?” Ham asked.
“Ride?” shouted Japheth. “I fended off the lion!”
“Ham didn’t mean anything ill,” Rahab said.
“He accuses me, doesn’t he?”
“The lion attacked you?” Noah asked.
“It roared,” Japheth said. “I thought it would attack.”
“Did it charge?” asked Noah.
“It roared.” Japheth paled, as if reliving the memory. Then he spied a cup, draining it until water dribbled down his chin.
“We need to recapture the horses,” Noah said.
“They should return,” Gaea said.
“But if they don’t return,” asked Ruth, “then what?”
“You said you have one horse left,” Ham said. They had taken seven onto the Ark.
Japheth eyed his brother before slumping into a chair. “What does it matter? They’re gone.”
“Father,” Ham said. “Let me take the horse, and I’ll look for the others.”
Noah frowned. “You can’t go after them now. It’s almost dark.”
“I’ll take some hounds,” Ham said, “and a spear. I’ll be fine.”
“Not if the lion shows up,” Japheth said.
Noah pondered the idea. “First thing in the morning, you can go. We can afford to lose the horses, even if they stay away or if lions devour them. We cannot, however, afford to lose you.”
 





 
3.
 
Ham left the next morning with two hounds, a spear and a sack of barley cakes, heading for the plains. Grasses grew there, and flowers, weeds and the shoots of trees. He saw a snake gobbling carrion and, at a low pool of water, a bear flipping a trapped fish. Worldwide, fish were stranded in pools of receding Floodwater.
Ham slapped a mosquito later, wishing they had died out. It proved once again Japheth’s theory that insects had survived via eggs in the seaweed mats, or maybe the eggs had been borne by the winds. Certainly, a few of the smaller seeds, like thistles and dandelions, could have been airborne the entire time.
No trees rose on the vast plain yet. Bare rocks, boulders and undulating terrain made up the world. Anything that moved caught the eye.
Perhaps an hour later, he spotted the horses, grazing on the edge of the horizon, barely discernible as equines. He galloped toward them. The wind rushing past his face felt glorious.
Then the six horses broke into a nervous gallop. Two wolves loped into view, giving chase.
Ham followed until the tongues lolled in the mouths of his hounds, until his mount stank of sweat and the bottom of his breeches were soaked. He drew rein, hobbled the blown horse and collapsed onto the ground.
Noah had said to come back before dark, but he couldn’t give up now. Besides, bringing them in would show up Japheth.
At dusk, he bedded down with the hounds. No animals bothered them, although cold rain woke him and obliterated the horse tracks.
In the morning, he headed back, depressed. The sun crawled across the sky and lowered itself for evening.
A ridge before the Ark, the dogs perked up. Had the horses doubled back ahead of him?
A man bellowed and a mighty bird screeched. Ham kicked the horse’s flanks and charged onto an amazing scene.
Japheth drew a spear from a dead orn. Of its mate, there was no sign. The orn, or phororhacos, was a meat-eating monster, kin to the ostrich. Hunters in the Antediluvian World had rated it riskier than a lion but never the equal of a dragon.
Ham reined in near his brother.
Japheth wiped the spearhead on the orn’s feathers before squinting at Ham. “It attacked me.”
It had been speared in the back, Ham noticed, not in the breast. A nearby, overhanging boulder would have made an ideal ambush site.
“You know how dangerous orns are,” Japheth said. He stood back, with the spear in his hand, his eyes calculating.
Ham didn’t know what to say.
“Of course, we’re all safer now that this orn is dead,” Japheth said.
“If you kill any more predators,” Ham said, “I’ll be obligated to tell father.”
Japheth turned away.
“I won’t tell him if you give me your word not to destroy more predators,” Ham said.
“This course is the wisest,” Japheth said. “Surely, even you can realize that.”
“You know what mother and father think. So either give your word or—”
“Oh, very well,” Japheth said. “On my word, I won’t hunt the predators. I just hope we don’t all live to regret it.”
 





 
4.
 
The world continued to seethe with change. The tectonic rippling of the planet’s mantle had not yet reached an equilibrium state. Mountains erupted into ash-spewing volcanoes, and would for many years to come. Pollutants remained in the stratosphere from the original breaking of the Old World, and more effluents continued to join them. This helped cool the lower troposphere, as the ashy particles reflected sunlight back into space—not all the light, but enough to cool the immediate post-Flood world. This cooling was more prevalent on land and more pronounced during summer.
Adding to the equation was the ongoing effects of the breaking of the great deep. The mantle’s rippling sent hot lava into the new oceans along with hot water. The bleeding of this excess heat took time. It meant the Earth’s oceans were warmer at middle and high latitudes than they would be in years to come. This warmer water evaporated more easily, and great amounts of vapor—in the middle and high latitudes—hung in the air.
Cooler summers and vast amounts of moisture in the air effected the world in a bizarre way. The two mechanisms caused first snow to fall and then ice to form. In the high and middle latitudes, the ice became sheets. In time, moving ice-mountains ground their way south.
In the mountains of Ararat, the snow and ice drove them from the Ark and to a nearby northern plain. Japheth named the ice mountains glaciers, and soon the Ark was buried under one.
 





 
5.
 
Driven from the Ark by cold, snow and ice, Ham and the others raised wind-whipped tents on the northern slope region—the so-called plain—and survived off the supplies. Under Noah’s guidance, the sons built stone corrals for the goats, sheep and cattle; and they celebrated the first births of each by offering it as a sacrifice to Jehovah.
Ham built a low stone fence around his tent, creating a yard for a tanning frame, the hounds, some of the goats, an open fireplace and an oven. He dug a hole, lined the bottom with stones and the sides with dubious clay. For baking flat bread, Rahab stuck the dough to the oven’s sides, lit the wood and closed the top. The surrounding earth provided the insulation for heat.
Gaea said it would be a good idea to start relearning basic crafts.
So she, Rahab and Ruth trekked to the nearest river and, after several days of searching, found prime clay, much better than what Ham had used for the oven. At Rahab’s request, Ham took several donkeys and loaded the woven-basket saddlebags with the clay.
In the cargo hold of the Ark had been several socket-and-pivot potter’s wheels. Gaea gathered the pregnant girls around her—everyone treated Rahab carefully—and prepared the clay by mixing it with sand and water. Then she proceeded to make a pot. It was uneven, producing laughter.
Gaea let each of them try. Ruth proved dismal. Rahab seemed to have the knack, while Europa’s indifference proved middling effective.
They had no kiln as of yet, but there was a crude way to fire the pots. To save the young saplings, Gaea had them gather reeds, which they dried and tied in tight bundles and piled in a circle of stones, placing their clay handiwork among them. The open firing was uneven and threatened to mar the pots, but harden them, it did.
“What do you think?” Gaea asked, handing a bowl to Rahab.
“Good enough.”
“Yes. Good enough until we acquire more skill.”
That winter, the first children entered the world screaming. Gaea acted as midwife. To Japheth and Europa was born red-haired Gomer, a strapping baby boy. Ruth bore twins, a boy and girl, named Elam and Deborah. It meant that Shem’s tribe was the most populated, or so he liked to joke. Kush, a dark-skinned boy, was born to Rahab.
Kush interrupted Ham’s evenings, so he no longer slept the entire night through. Rahab spent most of her time with the baby, and the women loved to let the children play together. Noah beamed whenever he sat one of them on his knee. They tugged at his long white beard and Noah laughed, making them cry. He seemed to love Deborah best, cradling her in the crook of his burly arm as he strode about camp. Although he was over six hundred years old, Noah was still the strongest and, therefore, the mightiest man on Earth.
Spring came, and the real work began. Ham and his brothers hitched the oxen and plowed, and they crossed their fingers each time it rained. Too much, and the fields might be swept clean. Too little, and their crops might wither before they could grow. In the Old World, they didn’t have this worry. The dense fog simply rose from the ground each night to water the crops. But that perfect world had vanished.
Ham, noticing how fibrous the ground had become with roots, built a sod house with a leather roof. He debated moving into it. Then an earthquake knocked it down. If Rahab or the baby had been in there…
They continued to live in tents, using the rebuilt sod house as a storage-shed.
The second and third year swept by with more pregnancies, babies and fields to till. Sometimes, Ham spotted gophers or squirrels, or larks flittering from the growing birches. In the fourth year, early one morning, big brown grasshoppers swarmed in a rustling cloud and onto a millet field. They chewed green stalks down to the dirt.
“We’re ruined,” whispered Ham.
Noah, who had joined him at the edge of the field, ran back into his tent. He reappeared with his gopher-wood staff, a gourd of water and a sack of bread. With them, Noah raced to his hilltop altar, his robe flapping around his legs. Ham called everyone else. They waded through the fields, stomping grasshoppers or as some said locusts, crushing them with their fingers, causing the insects to spit gooey black ichor.
That night, Ham slumped exhausted into his whicker chair.
Pregnant Rahab sat cross-legged on a cushion as she regarded her husband. Her chores left her little time to help in the fields. She had the regular daily task of wool to card and spin, and baskets to weave, and needlework to do, and children to look after and butter to churn—an endless succession of things. Presently, she sat before her floor loom, which had been brought across from Antediluvian times. It was a frame of wood with warp threads attached to the top and bottom pieces. Upon the warp threads, she wove weft threads, using a twill weave, meaning that each weft thread crossed three warp threads at a time, creating extra width than if she had used a plain weave. This width helped the fabric to hold its shape, even after repeated wear, and was more decorative. Rahab preferred weaving with the floor loom because she used treadles, or foot pedals, to raise and lower the harness. This freed her hands to pass the shuttle rhythmically through the sheds and sped the work, as compared to a handloom, where for every row she would have had to put down the shuttle and move the harness by hand.
Rahab sipped water from a clay cup. “Don’t despair, husband. Jehovah listens to Noah.”
Ham laughed harshly.
Rahab studied his wan features, the thousand-yard stare. She seemed ready to speak again, then bent over the loom and continued weaving in silence, the only sound the harness as it rose and lowered.
“Why didn’t grandfather help us kill locusts?” chirped four-year-old Kush. He lay under his woolen covers in the corner on a reed mat.
“He was praying to Jehovah, dear,” Rahab said. “Asking for help.”
Kush rubbed his nose. “Is Jehovah hiding?”
“Hiding?” she asked.
“I never see Him.”
Rahab glanced at Ham, who continued to stare. “We can’t see Jehovah because He is invisible. He’s a spirit.”
Kush scrunched his face in thought.
Rahab glanced again at Ham. “Maybe Jehovah will take pity on us if we all fall before Him.”
Ham stirred. “It’s foolish to climb the prayer hill in the dark.”
“Noah prays in his tent.”
“Please, Rahab, it is bad enough we’re going to starve. But to be nagged to death by my wife is more than I can bear.”
Their second child began to wail. Rahab picked Mari out of the crib, avoiding looking at Ham.
He threw himself onto the sleeping-mat, covered his head with a pillow and fell into troubled slumber. In the morning, he awoke to Rahab poking her head into the tent.
“They’re gone.”
“What?” Ham asked. “Who is?”
“Come quickly, husband.”
He hitched up his breeches, stepped outside and gaped. Yesterday, locusts had swarmed the fields in buzzing, seething sheets. Today, he couldn’t see one.
Kush tugged his pant leg. “Did Jehovah do that?”
“Yes, dear,” Rahab said, as she twined her arms around Ham. “Jehovah listens to Grandfather Noah. I’m sure He listens to anyone who takes the time to pray.”
Kush squinted at his grandfather’s tent. Then he looked at Ham. Maybe he was thinking about the difference between Noah and his father. “Doesn’t Jehovah listen to you, Daddy? Is that why you don’t pray?”
Ham mumbled an answer, when Noah strode toward them.
“Everyone, onto your knees,” Noah shouted. “We must give thanks to Jehovah for saving us.”
“What if the locusts return?” Ham asked.
“You must have faith that Jehovah loves us and therefore will protect us.”
The clan knelt in a circle, Noah praying aloud.
The grasshoppers didn’t return, although as spring changed into summer, big brown beetles by the thousands appeared in the wheat fields.
“Where are they all coming from?” Ham wailed.
Again, Noah went up to the mountain. Again, the insects moved on after a long day of devastation.
“Is the Earth exploding with insects?” Japheth asked.
“Why don’t they fear us?” Ham said.
“They fear Noah’s prayers,” said Shem.
That year, three different forms of insect came, clouds of them, swarms, in numbers they had never conceived of. Each time, Noah drove them away by prayer, although the last took two days of it and fasting. Unsurprisingly, the fourth year harvest proved the leanest.
The next year, the insects returned, but not in mind-numbing numbers. Robins, blue jays and ducks nested in the trees or the reeds and gorged themselves on grasshoppers, beetles and flies. In the sixth year, rabbits, gophers and squirrels seemed to overrun the Earth.
“Where did they all come from?” Ham asked. “And if we survive this, in several years, will wolves and lions show up in the same number?”
Gaea made a sweeping gesture. They stood in a wheat field, panting from chasing rabbits. “The rodents come from everywhere, from the same place as the grasshoppers.”
“Why now?” Ham asked.
“How many lions or foxes have you seen?” Gaea asked.
“None.”
“So who eats the rabbits?”
Ham scanned the field. “Foxes and lions don’t breed as fast as rabbits and rats. So the world must swarm with rodents.” He pitched a rock, and a rabbit sprang for cover. “Noah can’t pray away these creatures, it seems. So are we to be eaten out of existence?”
“We must release our hounds,” Gaea said. “Let them eat the rodents.”
“The dogs will tear up the fields giving chase, and we’ll be just as ruined,” Ham said.
Gaea mopped her neck, shrugging as Ham waited for another answer.
That spring, day or night, they prowled the fields chasing rabbits and rats and shooing away crows.
“At least these creatures fear us,” Ham said, walking in the moonlight with Japheth, each of them with a pouch of stones.
“Eh?”
“The rodents fear us,” Ham said. “Not like the insects, which only prayer could move.”
Japheth’s eyes widened as he clutched Ham by the arm. “Fear! That’s it.”
“What are you babbling about?”
The next day Japheth chopped down a tree and fashioned a crude image of a man, planting it in the middle of a field.
As Japheth went to make more of them, Europa watched that field.
“The crows don’t like it,” she said later.
Japheth grinned.
“So what do you call it?”
Japheth mulled it over, the grin soon returning. “A scarecrow,” he said.
Despite all the hard labor and ingenuity, the lean harvest threatened them with disaster, until Noah unlocked the answer.
Early one day, Noah dug a pit a hundred feet from his tent and splintered a log into firewood. He built a frame with the biggest branches and dragged a protesting hog to the pit. With an axe, he brained it, cut its throat, hooked the carcass to the frame and drained the blood. Then he built a fire and spitted the hog, rotating the carcass over the fire. At suppertime, he called everyone near, with a big leather mat thrown onto the ground. From the charred carcass, he cut a slab of pork and slapped it onto a wooden platter. First saying a prayer, Noah salted the hot meat, cut slices and set them onto their plates. They stared at the meat, none of them ever having eaten any.
“Observe,” Noah said, picking up a fork and knife.
“Wait.” Japheth’s face was shiny with sweat. “If it was wrong before the Flood to eat meat, why is it all right now?”
“Remember?” Noah asked. “At the altar that first day after exiting the Ark, Jehovah said we could eat meat.”
Japheth glanced at Europa. She stared at her plate. Japheth wiped his brow. “Father, back then, only the wicked ate meat.”
Noah stabbed his slab, cut a piece and popped it into his mouth. Everyone watched as he chewed. He swallowed, nodding.
Japheth cut a piece and put it in his mouth—he blanched, turned and spit it out. Several of the children laughed, until scolded into silence by their parents.
“Does it taste bad?” Ham asked.
Japheth, wiping his mouth and gulping water, shot him a withering look.
Ham bared his teeth. Then he grabbed a piece and shoved it into his mouth. He didn’t try to taste it, just chewed fast and swallowed without gagging. It was salty and very strange. Yet soon, he began to eat with gusto.
“Let me try,” Kush said.
“Me, too,” chirped Elam.
“And me, and me, too,” shouted the other children.
Later in the week, Ham had an idea. He cudgeled his memories from a time that seemed long ago and began a process that took the rest of the spring and early summer. He made glues out of boiled-down cattle tendons and skin mixed with bones. Then he used animal horn and laminated wood—the process for the wood took several weeks. Finally, he glued and pressed the pieces of horn and wood, steaming them over a hot fire. The wood and horn hardened, or “cured,” into a nearly complete circle, the elements fused together.
It was a composite bow, and it came out a sinister, shiny black color.
Straining with effort, Ham forced the bow in the opposite direction as its natural relaxed shape and strung it with catgut thread. He then plucked the string. It was incredibly taut.
In the tent, he slipped a leather guard over his left wrist. “Walk with me, boy.”
Holding onto the arrow-case, Kush ran to keep up. The arrows had been made from the strongest reeds, with chiseled flint tips for points and crow feathers to help stabilize the arrow in flight.
Ham stopped thirty paces from a straw target. Winded and wide-eyed, Kush held up the arrow-case. “Thank you, my boy,” Ham said, selecting a fire-hardened practice arrow. He lifted the bow, notched the arrow and squinted, one-eyed. His arm trembled as he drew back—the “pull” was incredible. The arrow hissed and hit the target.
“Did you see how fast it went?” Kush said. “Do it again, Daddy.”
Ham’s lips twitched. Oh, he saw. He was the world’s best-armed man now. He practiced until he backed up sixty paces and hit the center every time. All the children watched.
“It works,” Japheth said, as he stroked his beard.
“How could you remember everything correctly?” Europa asked.
“That is Ham’s gift,” Gaea said. “He has a knack for making things.”
The next morning, Ham hunted the fields. Rabbit stew became a popular item in his tent, and the creatures learned to stay out of his way.
Shem and Japheth made simple bows from a single length of wood. Ham showed them how to make catgut thread and fashion arrows. His arrows, however, always seemed straighter, better fletched and with sharper flint tips. Still, theirs slew rodents.
A week before harvest, Noah and Ham strolled through a wheat field with Kush tagging along. The wind bent the ripe stalks, and Ham spied movement. He motioned to the others, slipped free the black bow and let an arrow fly.
“Kush, take that home, skin it and give it to your mother.”
“Do I have to?” Kush complained.
“Yes,” Noah said. “Don’t you know that a child’s glory is obedience to his parents?”
Kush ducked his head, but Ham saw him scowl.
“Hurry,” Ham said. “Listen to your grandfather.”
Kush loped for the slain rabbit, crushing grain stalks.
Noah turned to Ham.
“I know,” Ham said. “I’ll tell him when we get home to walk more carefully in the fields.”
“Folly is bound up in the heart of a child,” Noah said, “but the rod of discipline will drive it far from him.”
“You want me to spank him?”
“My son, he who rebels against authority is rebelling against what Jehovah has instituted. Rebels thus bring judgment on themselves.”
“Kush is high-spirited, is all. Better to let him run free for a time like a young donkey, and let him wear himself out.”
“Do you fear to discipline him?” Noah asked.
“Of course not,” Ham said. Sometimes, Kush made him so angry that a swift slap on the butt was exactly what the boy got.
Noah snapped a stalk and rubbed the wheat with his fingers, examining the grain. He began to talk of the coming harvest.
Ham only half listened. His father seldom criticized Japheth or Shem’s children. He was too busy praising them.
Noah interrupted his own discourse on the crops. “I only said what I did, my son, because some day Gomer, Elam and Kush will be the patriarchs of great nations. How they are trained will greatly influence humanity.”
Later in the evening, as Ham chipped new arrow flints, he wondered if their children and grandchildren would war against one another someday. He scratched his cheek. Despite his bad hip, he could defeat either Japheth or Shem. Could Kush do likewise with his cousins?
Ham snorted, shaking his head, telling himself he was stupid to think about war. Such things wouldn’t happen for the next few hundred years. Let the others worry about it when it happened.
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As the years passed, their tools from the Antediluvian World wore out, disappeared or broke, and with extra hands came the need for even more tools. The question, of course, was where to get these items. In the good old days, a trip through the forest road to Arad with a sack of silver shekels solved the problem. Or, perhaps, a day at the forge in the old Ark-construction yard casting new tools made good any lack. Arad had vanished, copper ores were scarce or far away, and the needed tin to mix with the copper and make bronze was even harder to acquire. Fortunately, stone, bone, ivory and wood filled much of the lack. Unfortunately, the sons of Noah weren’t as familiar with those substances, at least not as replacements for copper or bronze.
Noah’s great age, early training and memory came to the rescue. He had been born one thousand and fifty-six years after the creation of the Earth—1056 AC (After Creation). Enos, a grandson of Father Adam and a direct ancestor of Noah, had died 1140 AC, when Noah was eighty-four. Enos’s son Cainan had died 1235 AC. Cainan’s son Mahalaleel had died in 1290. Mahalaleel had been the father of Jared, who in turn had been the father of Enoch, who had been Methuselah’s father. Noah had never met Enoch, as Enoch had been translated to heaven in 987 AC. What all this meant was that Methuselah had known Father Adam well, as Adam had died 930 AC, when Methuselah was 243 years old. Many of Methuselah’s earliest lessons had been in stone, bone, ivory and woodwork. The smelting of ores to make copper and bronze had taken many years of trial and error to learn. Many of those lessons in the old crafts, although nearly superfluous by Noah’s time, had been taught him nonetheless.
Nor was it amazing that Noah remembered such old knowledge, at least not amazing considering his strict memory training as a youth. On the first day of creation, Adam had named all the animals. In several regards, it was a breathtaking accomplishment. Firstly, the coining of apt names was an art. Adam was the master of it, for Jehovah had created him without flaw. Adam saw a beast and named it. Perhaps as impressive, he remembered what he had named it. The gift of instant and precise memory, like a perfect painting, was at Adam’s command. With man’s fall, such perfection was lost. But the high standards of such gifted memory reigned among early man. By Noah’s time, the art of memorization had been at its keenest pitch. Writing occurred, but infrequently. To unroll a scroll and find a quote without page numbers proved tedious. It was easier to remember facts.
Seth, the son of Adam, as he did so many things, codified and outlined the process of memory. To train the mind to remember, a person selected physical locations and formed mental images of the things he wished to recall. He stored the mental images in these places and in a certain order. For instance, in a house, he might put an imaginary spear on a doormat and a dove on the table, in that way recalling later to speak first of war and then peace. Such a system worked for all kinds of memory. Continual practice allowed a vast amount of knowledge to be retained by early humanity, feats unimaginable in later ages.
As Enos had once said, “Memory is the mother of all wisdom.” Methuselah had put it: “Memory is the treasure and guardian of all things.” Whether a person was a poet, singer, physician, law keeper or priest, he needed memory.
Noah now passed his stored knowledge to Japheth, Shem and Ham. With stone, bone, ivory and wood, an assortment of weapons and tools become possible: polishers, mortars, axes, planes, scrapers, drills, lamps, knives, chisels, choppers, lances, anvils, etchers, daggers, fishhooks, harpoons, wedges, awls, pins and many others.
Not as hard as stone but more resilient, deer antlers became a prime source for tools. With a flint graver—a stout chisel with a sharp edge—Ham, Shem or Noah cut twin grooves in an antler, slicing out a long, thin triangle fragment. The bottom flat edge or base Ham pried until it snapped, and then he held an antler splinter in his palm, which was never longer than the span of his hand. With a fine flint point that he rotated to-and-fro near the splinter base, Ham bored a hole into the future needle, where Rahab would later tie flax thread. He scraped the antler splinter against a block of sandstone, smoothing it until it was polished like the best metal. Only then did he give it to Rahab, who rubbed the needle tip against sandstone until, as the saying went: “It was needle sharp.”
Needles, harpoon tips and mattock or hoe edges were all fashioned this way.
Japheth, Shem and Ham also used the antlers as picks. In late fall, with the crops in, and before the harshest weather howled down from the north, they packed several donkeys with supplies, gathered their oldest boys and trekked deep into the Ararat Mountains. Steep scree slopes just below the snowline held boulders of rhyolite, a tough stone, perfect for what they desired. Unpacking the donkeys, setting up camp and giving strict instructions to the boys, Ham and Shem trudged up the slopes. At the selected site, they swung the antler picks against the boulders, chipping off slabs of stone.
These slabs they carted to an overhang, sitting cross-legged and laying the rhyolite over harder anvil rocks. With a well-worn hammer-stone and with shrewd, hard-learned blows, they struck off flake after flake. The flakes they put into leather bags, to fashion arrowheads later. Shem wore gloves. Ham, with horn-like calluses on his palms and fingers, forewent the gloves. He said they interfered with the work, and because of his choice, blisters always formed on his skin.
A day of swinging a hammer-stone made his arms ache with fatigue. Still, his stone axe-heads were smoother and sharper than his brothers’ were, and he ruined less of them. The trouble was that one wrong blow could chip off too much stone and destroy the entire project, be it arrow or axe-head. The knapper—as a stoneworker had been called before the Flood—used different weights or materials and altered the strength and direction of the blow to vary the depth of his chip into the stone. Last of all, a bone or stone point was used to push off small spalls of stone to give the axe-head its final shape.
A day’s labor usually proved sufficient for their meager needs, never more than two days. The brothers then packaged each finished axe-head in wool, filled the woven basket saddlebags with them and the myriad stone flakes and journeyed home.
For flint knives, chisels and picks, they journeyed to the Chalk Mounds leagues west of the northern slopes. The best flint came out of a hole ten feet deep. Quarry fresh flint was lighter and more quickly worked than stones weathered by wind and sun, and thus worth the extra effort to acquire. Digging out the flint was hot, sweaty work, and as the boys grew older, their fathers introduced them to the various stages of the job. Kush’s first task was holding onto a large flint piece. Ham then chipped it with a bone chisel and hammer-stone, explaining the procedure to Kush as he went along.
As usual, Ham wondered if there were easier ways to do it. Japheth and Shem simply accepted that if Adam, Seth, Enos and the others had done it this way, it was good enough for them. The others worked at perfecting their skills. By experimenting, Ham learned that baking certain flints improved their flaking quality. Japheth raised his eyebrows when told about it, shrugged, and soon thereafter baked flints like Ham.
With rhyolite axes, they felled trees; with flint-edged sickles, the sons of Noah harvested the crops. With polished stone adzes, they worked wood and with ground stone bowls that held burning grease, they lit their tents at night. Obsidian teeth inserted into a length of wood made a saw. Scraper-stone shaped like a shell became a shovel or hoe. Rough-edged stones turned into files, and a stone in a sling proved one of the best weapons. Bone and ivory pins and broaches held their cloaks. Pincers, grindstones, pulleys, ladders and levers, their tool-chests grew, as did their armories. Ivory combs, shell necklaces—the shells scattered about the mountains—polished ornamental antler handles, amber and ivory figurines and buttons, the uses of these plentiful substances proved almost as endless as the imagination.
Their former garments also vanished with time. Soon the woolen tunic reaching Ham’s knees, which he belted at the waist, came from the fleece of his flocks. They sheared them in summer, washing the animals thoroughly two days before the event. That allowed time enough for the fleece to dry and restored some of the sheep’s natural grease, which helped later in the spinning process. When all the wool was collected, it was combed or carded to get rid of the impurities and to align the fibers. Then the wool was put onto a distaff, a long wooden stick, with a weighted whorl attached to the bottom of the stick. With a distaff and whorl, Rahab and the others spun wool. Soon the oldest girls were also doing this, and with the wool, they fashioned the many garments, blankets, and such.
Over his woolen tunic, Ham wore a cloak, fastened at the shoulder with a bone toggle pin. Around his throat hung a necklet of copper beads, and usually he wore a broad-brimmed hat made of woven straw. Vegetable dyes—yellows, greens and blues—colored his tunics and cloaks, and those of his wives and daughters. The women wore half-sleeved blouses and an openwork skirt well below their knees, with seashell necklaces and knitted lace hairnets.
Perhaps the biggest surprise to Ham was the lack of boredom. Although the world held only a handful of people, he had plenty to occupy himself with. Too much, he sometimes thought. Then he shrugged and limped to his next task.
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The years passed, and Kush turned into a sturdy-limbed fifteen-year-old, a handsome youth with a square jaw and a stubborn way of carrying his shoulders.
Ham spied him one afternoon in an apricot grove arguing with Gomer, Japheth’s tall, fair-haired boy. The two youths shouted, gesticulated and almost seemed ready to shove one another.
Ham retreated, strolled with his head down to the sheep pen and laid his forearms on the gate, staring thoughtfully. Rahab, with two-month old Libya in her arms, joined him fifteen minutes later.
“Why so solemn?” Rahab asked. “You’re like a statue.”
“Hmm?” Ham asked.
“What are you brooding about? Couldn’t you find Kush?”
“He’s in the orchard.”
Rahab rocked Libya, cooing to her. “I thought the two of you were going to sheer sheep this afternoon.”
“Later, maybe.”
“Ham. What is it? What has you so occupied?”
He told her about Gomer and Kush.
“Why didn’t you stop them?” she asked.
“Break up their argument?” he said.
“Yes. They might come to blows.”
His brow contracted. “That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking about.”
“You don’t have to worry about Japheth and Shem,” Rahab said. “They’ll support you for breaking up a fight. And if they don’t, Noah and Gaea will.” 
“You think I was too scared to break it up?” he asked, amused.
“Isn’t that what you’ve been brooding about?”
A smile touched his lips. “Look at that ram.” He pointed at the sheep milling in the stone corral, at a big ram with curled horns that bleated louder than the others did.
“He’s a young one,” Rahab said.
“Young, and my best breeder. The other rams don’t like tangling with him, and do you know why?”
Rahab shook her head.
“Because he learned how to fight like his old father. I swear, he uses the same moves and has the same determination.”
Rahab stared Ham as she cradled Libya. “You better be careful, Ham. Don’t start something that will ripple throughout time.”
“What?” She had his attention.
“Gaea said it, and it makes sense. We’re like pebbles thrown in a pond. The ripples keep going long after the stone has sunk out of sight.”
He lofted his eyebrows.
“All I’m saying is that you better be careful what you teach your son. Rams are supposed to butt heads. Jehovah wants people to live in peaceful.”
“Ah, of course,” he said.
“Ham.”
“Don’t worry. I want to live in peace just as much as the next person.” He leaned over the bundle in her arms and wriggled Libya’s pouting lip. His tiny daughter opened her eyes and flailed clenched fists.
“She looks hungry,” he said.
“You should go back to the orchard and make sure they’re not fighting.”
“That’s right,” he said. “I should wage my boy’s battles for him. Turn him into a weakling so Europa’s boy can walk all over him later. Do you know she teaches them to think of themselves as kings?”
“Ham!”
“Oh, don’t fret. I’m only teasing.”
But nine days later, Ham secretly took Kush into the woods. As they walked, Ham told Kush a fable he remembered from Methuselah: “So many people trod on a snake that it went and complained to Jehovah. ‘If you had bitten the first man who trod on you,’ Jehovah said, ‘the next one would have thought twice about doing it.’”
Kush pondered that, glancing now and again at his father.
“Do you understand what I’m trying to say?”
Kush licked his lips. “That I should pray to Jehovah more?”
Ham rolled his eyes. “No. Well…yes, I suppose that’s a good idea. But that isn’t the story’s moral.”
Kush kept silent.
Ham couldn’t decide if mulishness kept the boy’s mouth closed, that he didn’t know the answer or that he had the wisdom to hold his tongue. “The moral is that those who stand up to the first assailant make others afraid of them.”
“Ah,” Kush said. “You mean Gomer.”
“Perhaps, perhaps,” Ham said. They walked in silence the rest of the way to a hidden forest clearing. There, Ham wrapped long, leather straps around his knuckles and bid Kush do likewise. Then he hit a heavy bag filled with sand hanging from a branch. He taught Kush the jab, the right cross and the upper cut. He also showed him how to block with his shoulder and keep his fists in front of his face.
“The untrained fighter flails wildly,” Ham explained. “There isn’t any force in his fists because it’s just arm-power. It’s as you twist your torso, your hips, that you generate force. And notice how I place my feet.”
Kush paid close attention. Soon, he thudded heavy shots against the bag, the thwack of his fist hitting leather satisfying both father and son.
“Remember,” Ham said, “a wise fighter doesn’t let others know what he can do until he knocks them down.”
“I understand.”
“Now put this on.”
Kush slipped on a thick leather helmet padded with wool, tying the knots under his chin so the cheek-guards fit snug against his face.
Tall trees rustled their leaves, while the sun shone golden in this hidden clearing.
“Are you ready?” Ham asked.
Kush nodded.
“Hold up your fists.”
Kush did, while Ham eyed the stance.
“Move your left foot back. There. Raise your right hand higher so it covers your chin. Excellent. Now, we’ll spar. It’s useless to be able to hit and not be unable to take a blow.”
Kush nodded, although his eyes widened, perhaps in fear.
“Protect yourself,” Ham said, jabbing straight-armed, half-speed shots at Kush’s face. Still, that evening Kush walked into the family tent with puffy circles under his eyes.
“What happened to you?” Rahab asked.
“We had an accident,” Ham said, taking his place at the head of the mat. “We ran after a deer. Kush turned and shouted back at me and didn’t see where he was going. So he ran full tilt into a tree, using his face to stop himself.”
“Kush,” Rahab said. “You must be more careful.”
Mari laughed from where she ladled stew. “That was stupid of you, brother.”
Kush readied an angry retort.
“Hush, girl,” Ham said, perhaps harsher than he’d meant too. “I don’t want anyone to speak about it. Do you hear me?”
Rahab frowned, while Mari bit her trembling lip. His oldest daughter seemed abnormally sensitive about his tone of voice. But at least she didn’t tease Kush anymore and thus inadvertently cause him to blurt out the secret.
Io sewed quietly in the corner, but Menes pestered Kush about the hunt. Finally, Ham promised Menes he could tag along tomorrow with his sling if he quit jabbering about Kush’s accident. Menes shouted joyfully. For the rest of the evening, he told his sisters how he could hit anything with his sling, even flying crows.
Several days later, Kush and Ham found time to slip away again. “Do we have to spar, though?” asked Kush, as he slipped on the padded helmet.
“Until you get it right, yes.”
The sparring developed into the rhythm of Ham turning to face his nimble son, who stepped in to launch swift assaults but found himself confused by the jabs licking his face. Finally, Kush roared and waded in flatfooted, trading toe-to-toe blows.
“No!” Ham said. “Not just by arm strength. Snap your torso. Put power into your punches. You’re not going to hurt me like that.”
Tears leaked from Kush’s eyes. He panted and rained blows like a windmill, his fists bouncing harmlessly off Ham. Ham scowled and snapped a hard jab, accidentally catching Kush as he walked into the swing. Kush’s eyes rolled up as he crumpled to the ground.
Ham let his arms drop. A moment later, he exhaled and began to unwind his leather straps. Maybe he pushed the boy too hard.
“Ooohhh,” Kush said, his eyelids fluttering.
Ham squatted beside him. “How do you feel?”
“What happened?”
“You walked into my jab.”
“My jaw hurts,” Kush said, testing his chin with his fingers.
Ham sighed, holding out his hand.
“No! I’ll stand up myself.”
Ham rose with a secret smile, approving of the independence.
Kush pushed himself upright, swaying, his eyes glazed. “Let’s do it again.”
“Not today,” Ham said, taking Kush’s arm and leading him near the heavy bag. “Sit. Gather your wits.”
Ham considered camping out, but Rahab would worry. Another deer story…he decided to say it was a man thing and bull it through on that.
Two weeks later, Ham learned more. He strolled near the family tent after putting up the oxen. The bloated sun sank into the horizon, and a cool breeze dried his sweat.
He walked behind the tent and overheard eleven-year-old Io inside: “I think there’s going to be a fight, Mother.”
“Oh?” Rahab said also from within the tent.
Ham stopped, glanced about, moved closer and knelt as if tying his sandal. His ear almost touched the back of the tent.
“Deborah teased them again,” Io said. “She was flirting, the hussy.”
“Io! I don’t want you talking like that about your cousin. Slander is evil in Jehovah’s eyes.”
“But it’s true, Mother. The way Deborah laughs and tosses back her head, letting her curls flounce. She bats her eyes at Gomer or smiles slyly at Kush, and she praises one or the other. She told Gomer today what a huge catfish he caught.”
“It was nice of her to compliment him,” Rahab said.
“You should have seen what a pitiful little fish Kush had just caught,” Io said. “The others made fun of him, and he called everybody names.”
“I’ll have to talk to your father about that.”
“Deborah laughed louder than any of them, Mother. She teased Kush, saying that if his fish was small, other things of his must be small, too.”
“She said that?”
“Uh-huh. And that’s when she told Gomer he was a great fisherman. Kush clenched his jaws so his cheeks bunched up like they always do.”
Rahab sighed.
“Then, Gomer started telling us his secret to fishing, how to pick the right deep spot and how to jiggle your line just so. Kush said that had nothing to do with it, that everyone knew it was just dumb luck. Gomer swung his catfish near Kush’s face, asking if maybe he did know what he was talking about.”
“What happened then?”
“Kush pushed him so hard that Gomer almost fell.”
Outside the tent, Ham grinned.
“Then Gomer told Kush he was jealous,” Io said. “But Gomer told him not to worry. He’d teach him how to fish. Deborah clapped her hands and slid down from her rock where she’d been tossing her curls and batting her eyes. She put her hand on Gomer’s forearm, pretending to study his catfish. But I saw her, Mother. She glanced at Kush sideways, to see if he was getting mad.”
“Quiet, Io. I hear your brothers coming. Your father probably isn’t too far behind. I don’t want you talking about this during supper. We need to let Kush cool off. Do you hear me?”
“Yes, Mother.”
“I mean it, Io.”
“I said yes.”
“You remember that, too, unless you want a switching.”
“Oh, Mother, please.”
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The next morning, Noah quizzed several children. Then the white-bearded preacher—who hadn’t had anyone to preach to for a long time—hitched oxen to his wagon and lumbered to the woods, returning with pines and heavy branches. Perhaps he had baggier eyes and deeper lines in his face than before, but he still possessed raw-boned strength. Splintering the logs and heaving them into a crude teepee, he pitched mats around them and set a tree-stump chair to the side. He washed his hands and face in a basin outside his tent, changed into clean clothes and marched to each dwelling, there informing his sons’ wives that after supper, after sunset, he wanted everyone at his fire.
“Did he give a reason why?” Ham asked later.
Rahab shook her head.
Ham peered out his tent. Gaea marched with a plate to Noah, who sat on the tree stump and drummed his fingers on the staff across his knees. They whispered as he ate, and then mother hurried away with the empty plate. Noah got on his hands and knees, using tongs to extract coals from a bronze cage. He set the glowing coals under the logs. As the log teepee began to burn, Noah resumed his station on the tree-stump chair.
“Don’t fuss while we’re there,” Rahab told her eight children. She nudged Ham.
“That’s right,” Ham said. “Or…” He slapped the back of his hand against his palm.
The children bobbed their heads in understanding. Then they marched out to the fire, sitting on mats and listening to the crackling flames.
After everyone had found a place, Noah said, “Tonight, I will tell the children a tale.”
Ham sat straighter, while Rahab soothed their youngest child. Ham hadn’t heard Noah’s preaching voice since he’d last used it on Kedorlaomer, Ikkesh and Ymir just before the Flood.
The children watched their grandfather in awe.
“In the beginning,” Noah said, “the first father and mother had two children, Cain and Abel. They taught their boys to honor Jehovah and to sacrifice an unspotted lamb in blood atonement for sin. The blood of animals couldn’t take away sin, but it was and is a symbol of the One, the Redeemer, who by His blood will someday take away mankind’s sins and allow us a way back to Jehovah. Cain and Abel were to take the offering to the fiery sword waving back and forth in front of the Garden of Eden, the one wielded by an invisible cherub who guarded the way to the Tree of Life. The offering wasn’t to the cherub, the sword or even to the Tree of Life, but done near Jehovah’s representative of judgment, the one who had driven humanity from Eden lest they eat the fruit of the Tree of Life and live forever in their sins.
“Cain and Abel grew strong just as you children are growing stronger and wiser.”
The children squirmed under Noah’s gaze.
“Cain became a farmer, just like some of you boys: Kush, Elam and Gomer. Cain worked hard, and the ground burst forth with its goodness. His brother Abel was a shepherd, with flocks and hounds to help guard them—just as you, Assur, Magog and Menes, run after the sheep and watch over the goats and cattle. Abel worked hard, and many sheep were born to his herd.
“Then one day, when they were grown men, Cain brought a basket of his best fruit to Jehovah. He beamed at the work of his hand. Oh, how he had sweated to grow such fine apples, oranges, mangoes and pineapples. They were huge pieces of fruit, spotless and wholesome. Cain was certain Jehovah would enjoy such bounty. By the sweat of his brow, he’d weeded every day so that this basket could be filled. Out of the cursed ground had grown each piece of fruit and sheaf of wheat.
“Abel tugged a small young lamb, pure and spotless as Jehovah had commanded them to bring. Abel butchered the lamb and put the blood and fat of the beast on the altar. It was messy, bloody and it stank, just as it does today when we do such things. But there is a reason for that. It shows us that sin is costly. Someone must lose his life for it. Jehovah hates sin. It fires His wrath, which is holy, just and pure. So, to keep His wrath at bay, to bring justice to the world, blood must be shed. Eventually, Jehovah Himself will send His perfect lamb to die for man. And then it, too, will be bloody and messy and no doubt, not smell very nice. Then all of mankind’s sins will be swept clean by the blood of the Most High. So Jehovah wished then and now to show us this truth by the sacrificing of lambs to Him.
“Abel obeyed Jehovah. He did exactly as Jehovah had taught him through his parents. But Cain, ah, he had become proud and thought he knew a better way. He thought he could work his way to Jehovah. But no one can do that. Only if a person was perfect could he or she approach Jehovah. But no one is perfect, so only by the blood of an innocent, in payment for what the sinner can never pay, can any approach a pure and holy Jehovah.
“From heaven, Jehovah watched, and fire consumed the lamb but left the fruit. With his head bowed, Abel turned and left, glad in his heart that he had obeyed Jehovah, but fearing for his proud brother.
“And fear he should. For Cain grew angry with Jehovah and even angrier with his brother. He had worked as hard, maybe harder, and he was firstborn. Finally, Jehovah spoke to Cain. ‘Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.’
“Cain left Jehovah and approached his brother, saying, ‘Let us go out to the field.’
“Abel did, and he counseled Cain to beg for Jehovah’s forgiveness.
“‘Why should I?’ Cain asked.
“‘You tried to work your way to Jehovah, and you cannot. But if you ask for forgiveness, Jehovah is gracious, and he will surely give it. Then, your sacrifice will also be accepted.’
“‘Where will I get this perfect lamb?’ Cain asked. ‘I raise no animals.’
“‘Buy one from me.’
“‘Buy?’
“‘What good is a sacrifice to Jehovah if it doesn’t cost you anything?’ Abel asked.
“‘Those are fine words,’ Cain shouted. ‘But admit that what you really want is that I crawl on my hands and knees to you, to beg you, the younger, for your favor, so I can purchase one of your stinking lambs!’
“Abel drew back from Cain, who had grown red-faced.
“Cain roared, spittle flying from his mouth, and he picked up a rock and dashed it against Abel’s brow.”
Ham scowled as the younger children moaned. He leaned near Rahab. “Why is he telling them a story like that?”
“Shhh,” Rahab said.
“He should wait until they’re older before loosening such a bloodthirsty tale,” Ham said.
“Jehovah came to Cain,” Noah said. “Jehovah asked him, ‘Where is thy brother Abel?’
“‘How should I know?’ Cain asked. ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’
“Jehovah said, ‘What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground. Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. When you work the ground, it will no longer yield its crops for you. You will be a restless wanderer on the Earth.’
“Oh,” Noah said, “Cain wailed that his fate was too harsh, but he did not fall on his face and beg for forgiveness, nor did he say that he was sorry for killing his own flesh and blood, his very own brother.
“Now,” Noah said, “what did Jehovah mean when he first told Cain that sin crouched at his door? Why, that Cain plotted harm to his brother, and that envy and rage hid in his heart. You, my grandchildren, and you especially, Gomer and Kush, must make certain that rage and envy and other such sins are not crouching at your heart. Do not hate your brother or your cousin. Do not stir up wrath and rage among yourselves. For if you do, then sin will choke you and cause curses from heaven to fall on you. I brought you here tonight to warn you of the terrible thing that is ready to be unleashed among us. Nothing will ever be the same if it does. So beware! Take heed from the lesson of Cain and Abel. Do not think that you will escape the judgment of sin if you harbor it and cherish it like some sweet fruit. Take the advice of Abel, and do what is right, so Jehovah will accept you, and so you may have peace with your brothers and with your cousins.”
Noah swept his fierce gaze over them. “Do you understand?”
The children nodded solemnly, while Gomer blushed and Kush stared at the ground.
“Do you hear me, Kush?”
Kush whipped up his head, his eyes wide. “Yes, Grandfather.” But as soon as Noah looked away, Kush shot a look of hatred at Gomer.
“And you Gomer?” Noah asked.
Gomer nodded, ashen-faced.
One more time, Noah scanned his grandchildren and his sons and daughters-in-law. “Good. That is all I have to say.”
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Shem and Ruth spoke earnestly with Deborah, cautioning her lest she be the cause of hatred between cousins. Pretending to be intimidated, Deborah donned a shawl and did her chores downcast. What she wasn’t going to do was let herself be cheated out of a husband. How did she know who loved her best? More to the point, which one of them was worthy to be her husband?
On the third day after Noah’s talk, she spied tall, handsome Gomer trooping in from the fields with a hoe over his shoulder. Deborah carried a basket of chicken eggs, slowly walking past Uncle Ham’s stone corral. A gray rag hid her tresses, and she stared at the ground, pretending not to notice sweaty Gomer.
“What did you lose, Deborah?” he asked.
She stopped, but didn’t look up.
“You must have lost something,” Gomer said, “the way you stare at the ground.”
She shrugged.
“Are you forbidden to speak to me?” he asked, starting to sound forlorn.
“I suppose not.”
Gomer stepped nearer. “Won’t you tell me what’s wrong?”
She hesitated.
“Deborah!”
She looked up, delighted with his concern but concealing it. “My parents blame me for what has happened.”
“Nothing happened!” he cried. “What did your parents say happened?”
“You heard grandfather.”
“I did,” Gomer said, “and I don’t hate Kush. I told my parents that, too.”
“You don’t hate Kush?” Deborah asked.
“Why should I?”
She blinked, nettled. “What if I told you that Kush kissed me?”
Gomer’s jaw sagged. “Why would he kiss you? He never has before…has he?”
Deborah looked down, with a tiny smile on her lips.
“Has he kissed you?” Gomer asked.
“Maybe.”
“What?”
“So what if he did kiss me? You don’t hate him, right?”
Gomer licked his lips, glanced about and took a step closer. “You’re not going to let him kiss you again, are you?”
She shrugged, wondering what he would do about it.
“Because that isn’t really fair,” Gomer said.
Deborah eyed him, and she noticed Kush in the distance dragging a sled toward them, although Gomer couldn’t see it because he had his back to Kush. She knew Kush was supposed to repair this corral with new stone. It was the reason she had been loitering here.
“Are you going to let kiss Kush you or not?” Gomer asked.
Deborah set down the egg basket and searched Gomer’s freckled face. Her heart beat hard. She wasn’t sure she should do this… But surely, Noah overreacted. She loved her grandfather, but she understood that he also had a flair for the dramatic, for the overblown gesture or story. How was a girl supposed to know which boy really loved her, was willing to take risks to get her, unless she put him to the test?
She asked innocently, “Do you want to kiss me?”
For a moment, Gomer did nothing. Then her heart thrilled as he pitched aside the hoe and brought down his head so his lips brushed hers.
She hugged him and peered around his shoulder.
Kush watched, and he whirled around and stalked from his sled as if angry.
Sudden fear filled Deborah. Kush was moody, passionate, and the strongest among the boys. Had she gone too far? She backed away from Gomer and picked up her egg basket. “I’ve got to get these home.”
“Will you meet me later?” Gomer asked. “Out by the woods?”
Deborah glanced at his handsome, grinning face. Eagerness shone there, and something else. “Maybe,” she whispered.
Gomer picked up his hoe, whistling as he walked away.
Deborah hurried home, wondering what she had unleashed.
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Ham shut the gate to the sheep pen, the bleating animals crowding one another. Finally, he had time for a hot soak. He winced, his back tight from a long day of hoeing weeds. He looped the string over the gatepost and—
“Father!”
Ham turned. Kush seemed intent, his dark eyes hard, the muscles hinged to his jaws bunched.
“Did you check the bull corral like I told you?” Ham asked.
Kush jerked his head in a nod.
“You refitted all the fallen rocks?”
“I want to box.”
Ham scowled, glancing about. “What’s wrong with you, boy? I told you never to speak about that unless you’re sure we’re alone.”
“I want to learn how to break ribs,” Kush said.
Ham saw the hot soak slipping away, and his arms felt leaden from all the hoeing. “Maybe tomorrow,” he muttered, turning away.
Kush grabbed his elbow. “Dad!”
Ham recoiled when he noticed—those weren’t tears in his boy’s eyes, were they? “Oh, all right,” he said, regretting it as they tramped over the forest’s moldy leaves and broken twigs and finally reached the hidden location.
Ham’s hip throbbed. A bottle of wine might help. Sure. Take a hike for a week, find some wild vines and replant them to make a hidden vineyard. There would be grapes in a year, some squeezing, fermentation and wine soon thereafter. Only…Noah made the rules even on this side of the Deluge.
Ham wrapped the boxing leathers tight across his knuckles.
“Are you ready?” Kush asked.
Ham blinked himself to reality, to the sward of grass in the sunlight, as Kush launched his attack. Ham yelled, caught off guard, throwing up his arms. His boy drove in, head tucked, torso twisting and arms snapping straight. A solid jab to the chin snapped Ham’s head back.
Kush snarled, driving in harder, pressing his surprise assault. Ham clenched his teeth and sunk a fist into Kush’s belly.
Air exploded out of the fifteen-year-old. Kush’s eyes got huge, and his feet tangled. Kush fell heavily, rolled onto his hands and knees and vomited.
Ham’s anger dissipated, even as a twinge in his neck told him it would hurt tomorrow. He began unwinding his leathers; the sparring was over less than ten seconds after it had started.
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Kush tossed and turned that night. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Gomer kissing Deborah by the corral. He had Cain’s luck, cursed, whatever he touched failed.
Before dawn, ten-year-old Menes shook him awake.
“Go away,” Kush said.
“We’re supposed to hunt rabbits, remember?”
Stomach aching, sleepy, with a face full of bitterness, Kush stumbled after Menes into the chilly fields. Menes twirled his sling in the millet field and hit two rabbits. Kush shot three arrows and missed each time.
“What’s wrong?” Menes asked. “Why can’t you hit anything today?”
“Let’s go to the next field.”
They did, getting their sandals wet on the dewy grass, the small, skinny runt in front, and the Brute, as Kush liked to think of himself, following his little brother. The barest smear of light now painted the horizon.
“When do you think father will make me a bow?” Menes asked.
“I don’t know.”
“How old were you when you got one?”
Kush shrugged.
“How old?” Menes asked.
“I can’t remember.”
“Wasn’t it three years ago?”
“I said I don’t know.”
“Was it for your eleventh birthday or twelfth?”
“Will you shut up about bows?”
Menes glanced back at his brother. “Are you angry?”
“What did I just say? Shut up.”
“Sheesh, Kush, why are you sore at me?”
“I’m not.”
“It’s Gomer, isn’t it?”
“What do you mean?”
Menes faced his big brother. “What will you do if Gomer pushes you again?”
Kush eased tension from his bowstring. “Do you really want to know what I would do?”
Menes nodded.
Kush curled a fist under his brother’s nose. “I’ll hammer him into submission by using these like weapons.”
“Your hands?”
“No, stupid. Fists. I’ll box him until he pukes out his guts and then kick him in the stomach. Let him know I could kill him.”
“If you killed him, you’d be cursed like Cain.”
Kush snorted. “You ever seen Jehovah or even seen His footprints? He’s a fairy tale, Menes.”
“Grandfather doesn’t lie.”
“Listen. No one is going to kiss Deborah but me. If I catch Gomer doing it, he gets a boxing lesson.”
“What’s boxing?” Menes asked.
Kush squinted. “Can you keep a secret?”
“Cross my heart and hope to die.”
Kush hesitated, and then he told his brother how father had taught him boxing.
Menes’s eyes shone.
Later that evening, Menes and Aurora, Japheth’s daughter, went to the river with water buckets for their mothers. They chatted like monkeys until Aurora said, “Did you know that Gomer kissed Deborah?”
“No he didn’t,” Menes said.
“Did too,” Aurora said. “Gomer told mother about it yesterday.”
“Gomer is a liar.” Menes scratched his head. “Unless Gomer is missing a tooth.”
“Kissing doesn’t do that, stupid,” said Aurora.
“I know that. But a fist in the mouth does.”
Aurora set down her pail and pushed Menes. “What a liar.”
“I’m not lying!”
“Who would dare hit Gomer? You know he’s going to be a king someday.”
Menes finally remembered his promise to Kush and shook his head.
“Ha. I’m right,” Aurora said. “You’re lying.”
“No, I’m not. I just don’t want to say.”
“Hmm.” Aurora studied her older cousin. “I bet you’re talking about Kush.”
“Can’t say.”
“Oh, it’s a secret, eh? That’s no problem. I swear by my father’s beard not to tell anyone.”
“Really?” Menes asked, wide-eyed. “You’d risk your father’s beard?”
Aurora made an easy gesture.
“He’ll beat you if his beard falls off.”
“You don’t think I’ll keep my promise?”
“Well…” Menes glanced about, then grinned and leaned near Aurora, telling her how Kush, as a trained boxer, would destroy Gomer if he dared kiss Deborah.
Aurora nodded sagely, drinking in the information.
“Remember,” Menes said, “you swore not to tell anyone.”
“You’re worse than my brothers,” Aurora said. “Don’t you trust me?”
“A promise is a promise.”
“I know that,” said Aurora. “So why don’t you shut up about it already?”
“Hey, you’d better watch it,” Menes said.
Aurora laughed, but before Menes could get angry about it, she said, “Race you to the river.”
“Go!” Menes said, leaping and running as hard as he could, the pail banging against his knees.
“Hey! No fair!” Aurora shouted, who sprinted after her fleet-footed cousin just the same.
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A day later, the air seemed charged just as when storm clouds piled over Ararat. Wind rustled the leaves as the children marched to the river to fish. Deborah and Kush led the way, with Gomer hanging back and whispering with his brother, Magog.
The conversation between Deborah and Kush turned heated. Finally, Kush said loud enough so everyone heard, “I’m warning you.”
Gomer looked up. At the same time, they came upon a man-sized boulder where they usually stopped. Moss grew on the rock’s northern side. Gomer glanced at Magog. Magog nodded, with his eyes darting to a pile of leaves clumped at the boulder’s base. Some of the leaves seemed to have been overturned recently, maybe even pushed together.
“What are you warning her about?” Gomer asked.
Kush stopped, turning, with his face like flint. “I don’t remember talking to you.”
“But I’m talking to you,” Gomer said, the other children jumping out of his way. “What were you warning her about?”
A terrible joy leapt upon Kush’s blunt features. Gomer was taller, but he was broader, already with the heavier muscles of his father, Ham. “What do you care what I tell her?”
“You know I care,” Gomer said. “What did he tell you, Deborah?”
Deborah smiled as she brushed back her curls. “He said you can’t kiss me again. That he’ll beat you if you do.”
All merriment drained from the other children. In silence, they watched the tableau. Only Menes, Aurora and Magog seemed eager.
Gomer forced a laugh. “Oh, is that so?”
“Yes!” Kush shoved Gomer and then raised his fists. “Or do you want to fight about it?”
Gomer blanched. “So, it’s true. Your father taught you to box.”
Surprise swept over Kush. He glanced at Menes. Menes blushed and opened his mouth to protest, then turned and stared at Aurora. Nine-year-old Aurora thrust her hands in her pockets, her gaze elsewhere.
“It isn’t fair you know how to box, and I don’t!” Gomer shouted.
“That’s right,” Magog said.
Kush glared at Gomer, who slid sideways toward the boulder. “If you’re afraid to fight, just say so. But then you have to promise never to kiss Deborah again.”
“It isn’t fair Kush knows how to box,” Magog told the other children.
“You could wrestle instead of box,” Deborah suggested.
“I’ll fight how I want to,” Kush shouted. “Unless you’re afraid, Gomer. Admit it. You’re afraid.”
“I’m not afraid of you, and I’m not going to promise a thing,” Gomer said.
Deborah clapped her hands and then blushed when everyone glanced at her. “I’m not saying anything. I didn’t start this.”
Kush wiped a fist over his mouth. “You are afraid. That’s why you’re running away.”
Gomer stopped at the base of the rock. “Afraid? When you’ve been training to fight for weeks. When you’ve bragged how you’re going to kick my stomach so I’ll vomit blood?” Gomer shouted, “Your wanting to fight here is unfair. You’re a cheater! But if you know how to box and I don’t, I’m going to even us up.” He brushed aside leaves and picked up a club. Then he roared and rushed Kush.
Kush’s eyes went wide, and several of the children screamed. Gomer tripped over a stone, let go of the club and staggered, recovering himself near Kush.
Kush laughed brutally. “Now we’re even again, cheater.” He advanced. Snap-snap-snap, boxing as taught. Blood spurted from Gomer’s nose, and he staggered back, dazed from the jabs. Kush kept coming, throwing straight-armed jabs and crosses, his knuckles cutting Gomer’s cheeks.
“Stop!” the children screamed. “Stop it! You’re killing him.”
Kush snarled as Gomer dropped to his hands and knees. “I told you to promise never to kiss her again.”
Blood dripped from Gomer’s nose, and he panted. He seemed incapable of speech.
Kush kicked him in the belly. Gomer flopped onto the ground, groaning. Kush kicked harder.
“No!” Magog shouted, only a year younger than Gomer. He grabbed the fallen club. “Stop it, Kush! Stop it!” He rushed into the fray and the club whistled. With an awful crack, it connected with the back of Kush’s head. Kush’s eyes rolled up, and he dropped to the ground beside Gomer.
The children stared, openmouthed.
“No, oh no,” Deborah moaned. “What if they’re both dead?”
“I’ll get grandma.” And Aurora took off running for the tents, certain that the one who brought Gaea here would earn praise as the good child.
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Kush lay unconscious in his parents’ tent. On the back of his head rose an ugly knot. He breathed shallowly and, at times, his eyelids fluttered.
The flap brushed aside and Gaea entered, followed by Ham and Europa.
Rahab already knelt by her son and dabbed his cheek with a damp cloth.
Europa hugged herself, her eyes wide, and she turned away.
Rahab sat back on her heels. “That was a dirty trick, your boy using a club.”
Startled, Europa faced her. “My son’s face is cut up, and he complains of stomach cramps. Kush might have killed him if Magog hadn’t thought fast.”
Gaea looked up from where she studied Kush. “None of that matters now. We must save Kush and patch up this quarrel.”
Rahab couldn’t match Europa’s imperious stare. She wilted, turning back to her unconscious son.
Gaea rolled back her sleeves, exposing strong forearms. She pulled back one of Kush’s eyelids. Her frown deepened, making her worn features even more wrinkled.
“What’s wrong?” Rahab asked.
Gaea laid a hand on Kush’s forehead and mumbled under her breath.
“Are you praying?” Rahab whispered. “Is it that bad?”
“Shhh,” Ham said, kneeling behind his wife, putting his hands on her shoulders.
Rahab peered over her shoulder. “Why did you teach him boxing, Ham, why?”
Ham kept his face impassive as he studied his son.
“We can’t worry about that now,” Gaea said. “Europa, do you have any bellegarde in your tent?”
“No,” said Europa. “Should I?”
“Rahab?”
Rahab shook her head.
“Neither do I,” Gaea said. She pursed her lips. “Ham, tell Noah I need bellegarde.”
“What’s that?” Ham asked.
“Hurry, child. Do as I’ve said.”
Ham ran from the tent.
“What is it, Mother? What’s wrong with him?” Rahab asked.
“It could be a number of things.” Gaea touched the knot on the back of Kush’s head. He twitched but remained unconscious. Gaea bared her teeth. “I need chicken broth and bits of bark.”
“What kind of bark?” Rahab asked.
“Europa,” Gaea said. “It’s the same bark I used when Magog was sick.”
Europa silently departed.
Gaea put her hands on Kush’s shoulders and prayed. Then mother and daughter-in-law held hands. “Hatred and battles are upon us,” Gaea said. “I had hoped it could be different this time. I’m afraid that was a dream.”
“It’s a good dream, Mother.”
“But just a dream,” Gaea said.
“Maybe not. Maybe we can all learn from this.” Rahab turned thoughtful. “Help me make peace with Europa. I don’t want a feud.”
Gaea patted Rahab’s hand. “I’m glad you married Ham. He needs you. He’s hard-headed at times and too quick with his notions.”
“I’d wish for no one else as a husband,” Rahab said.
Gaea smiled sadly, as she set Rahab’s hands on her oldest son. “Come, let us continue praying.”
Later that evening, Gaea mixed bark with chicken soup and crushed bellegarde into it. She spoon-fed Kush, having Rahab hold her son’s head. He gagged and coughed, but other times his throat convulsed, as if he drank.
“I’ll give it to him again tomorrow,” Gaea said. “Rahab, you must speak with him during the night. Try to get him to wake up.”
“What if he does?” Rahab said. “Then what?”
“Keep him talking, and get me.”
“I’ll do that,” Ham said.
“Good,” Gaea said. She took her leave.
Rahab and Ham glanced at one another. “We’ll talk about it later,” Ham said. Rahab looked as if she would speak, then she nodded and they attended to their son.
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The bellegarde worked. Both boys survived their blows, although Kush was laid up for over two weeks and had headaches for over a year. It embittered him against his cousins. He vowed to pay Magog back one of these days when they were alone, when he had a good reason, so no one could accuse him of vengeance. The fact that he might have kept on kicking Gomer until…no, he would have stopped. That stubborn mule Gomer, who thought he was so smart—laying clubs along the trail to cheat—he could have simply promised never to kiss Deborah again if he didn’t want to get beaten to death.
Soon after the incident, Shem, Ham, Japheth and their wives talked. Noah and Gaea did, too. It had been fifteen years since they left the Ark.
“We should spread out,” Japheth said. “Move apart so we each have more elbow room, and so our sons don’t have to bump into each other on a daily basis.” They spoke in Noah’s tent, at a table. Outside, in the darkness, an owl hooted.
“No,” Gaea said. “That’s too drastic.”
“I think Japheth is right,” Ham said.
“Here is a first,” Japheth said. “My youngest brother and I agree, even if it was his boy that started this.”
“Mine?” Ham asked. “Yours was the one hiding clubs.”
“I see,” said Europa. “He should have submitted to a trained killer?”
Ham stood. “Boxing isn’t killing. Braining others with clubs…” He glanced at the others. “Isn’t that attempted murder?”
Rahab plucked at Ham’s sleeve, urging him to sit down.
“Should I fashion clubs for my boys then?” Ham asked. “For protection against Japheth’s schemers?”
“Ha!” Japheth cried, while slapping the table. “A schemer is anyone who plans not to be bashed about by a thuggish brute.”
“At least mine don’t slink about with shifty glances,” Ham said, “plotting how to murder their cousins.”
Noah rose, with a stern glance. “I didn’t call you here to bicker.”
“Please, Ham,” Gaea said. “Take a seat.”
Ham finally noticed Rahab pulling at his sleeve. He scowled at Japheth drumming his long fingers on the table, Europa whispering into his ear. Ham sat hunched-shouldered, refusing to look at his oldest brother or his wife.
In the silence, Noah cleared his throat. “One thing is certain. Despite the accusations—on both sides—Gomer and Kush must stay apart. I’ve talked with each of them. They hang their heads, but the hatred is deep-rooted. Nor have you, my sons—either of you—done well in some of your family policies.”
Japheth opened his mouth to retort, but Europa put a restraining hand on him.
Ham licked his lips, not allowing himself to speak. That Gomer had tried to attack with a club… It showed the others feared Kush, a man that had sprung from his loins.
Ham wasn’t aware that Europa had told her boys how proud she was of them in using their brains to overcome Kush’s brawn. “You don’t square up against a trained fighter,” Europa had said. “You even the odds. You better them if you can. Which was exactly what you two did—but don’t tell anyone I said that. This is a family matter, strictly among ourselves.”
“I think the issue now is who will marry Deborah,” Rahab said.
“Yes, exactly,” Gaea said.
“I think Deborah should have some say in the matter,” her mother, Ruth, said.
Noah agreed. “But Deborah must wait before she shows a preference.”
“Is that wise, Father?” Ruth asked. “My daughter’s blood runs hot. Marriage is what she needs to keep her from sin.”
“She’s only fifteen,” Gaea said. “That’s too young to be married.”
“This is a New World,” Ruth said. “We’ve all said that many times. The Earth needs filling.”
“The problem,” Noah said, “is that when Deborah chooses one, the other might become enraged enough to murder his rival.”
“Father!” Japheth cried. “Perhaps…” He glanced at Ham. “Perhaps others would stoop to such base deeds, but you can’t believe that my boy would—”
“Enough!” Noah said. “Listen to me. Murder is the consequence of hatred. That most brutal, vicious act lies very near the surface once the powerful emotion of hate has been unleashed. Perhaps there was nothing we could have done to banish it forever. Mankind lies awash in sin, after all. It is the consequence of Adam’s fall in Eden. What we must do is ensure against murder by realizing that it may happen over Deborah’s marriage. Either boy is capable of it. They’ve both shown so. We must give the boys time to cool down.”
Japheth drummed his fingers on the table. He wore a fine gold ring with a ruby stone, fashioned from the Antediluvian world. “Whether all our boys are capable of murder or not, I won’t argue. But we must move apart, at least move the tents several leagues from one another. We need elbow room, as I’ve said.”
“Must you move?” Gaea asked. “I hate to see the family broken up over this.”
Her answer was silence. Ham brooded, while Rahab fretted, stroking his arm from time to time. Europa kept whispering advice to Japheth, while Shem and Ruth watched, wide-eyed.
“Yes,” Noah said, “perhaps moving the tents is a good idea. It will be a pledge of earnestness, of our future splitting as we carry out Jehovah’s plan of filling the earth.”
It was soon agreed that Noah and Gaea would remain in their location, while Japheth and Europa would move downhill, Shem shift his clan west and Ham settle several leagues to the east.
As they left the tent that evening, walking home by starlight, Ham asked Rahab, “Did you see Japheth grinning?”
Rahab cast him a worried glance. “When do you mean?”
“When they spoke about the coming marriage to Deborah, he grinned like he knew a secret.”
“Are you sure it was a grin? Maybe he thought you’d leap across the table to clutch his throat, and he tried to brave it out.”
“Do you know what I think? He learned somehow that I’d trained Kush. He knew that even if his boys could box Kush would thrash them. He probably counseled them to hide clubs.” Ham stopped. “The sly fox. I bet that’s exactly how it happened.”
“Ham, how can you say that? How awful to even think it.”
“No. How awful to be brained by a club.” A wolfish grin spread across Ham’s face. “He means to see Gomer wed to Deborah. But I’m not going to let that happen.”
“That isn’t our decision. You heard Noah. Deborah is to choose.”
Ham grunted and resumed the march home, with Rahab hurrying beside him. As he entered the tent, he decided that it was time to teach his sons how to fight with a quarterstaff. Fists were good, but not when a man might pick up a rock or hide a club in a pile of leaves. But a quarterstaff now…
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As Deborah debated her choice, Noah, Ham and Kush took a trip to Lake Van to replenish their salt stores and, as Noah told Gaea, “To separate the contenders and let tempers cool.”
So they loaded two donkeys with packs and supplies, while each man took one as a mount. Beside them loped shaggy hounds. They traveled through fields high with wild grass and over forest-covered hills, marveling all the while at the abundant animal life, the lions, wolves and bears, and antelope, deer and aurochs. Eagles soared in the blue sky. Ravens scavenged, while larks trilled in the tall pines that grew on the mountainsides and the oaks and beeches that filled the valleys.
The three men seldom spoke and often dismounted to trudge beside their small mounts. At Lake Van, Noah decided to take a new route to the salt lick. He had found it several years ago and came thereafter once every six months. Whenever the urge to explore bit him, he started talking about fulfilling Jehovah’s commission to fill the earth, which he did now as they took this long route around the lake. “We have to know what’s where if we’re going to take Jehovah seriously about replenishing it with people.”
They fished along the shore, sometimes wading knee-deep in the water to cast their lines. Afterward, they built a fire and ate their fill. Then one morning, as they rode beside the sun-sparkling lake, Noah noticed a fist-sized rock on a gravel shore. He slid off his donkey and hurried to it, returning with a green stone.
“What is it?” Kush asked.
“Malachite,” Noah said.
“The way you ran, I thought it was legendary gold.”
Noah grinned. “This is better than gold. It’s copper ore.” He tossed the stone to Ham, who examined it.
“We’ll camp here today and look for more,” Noah said.
“What about salt?” Kush asked.
“Today, copper ore trumps it,” Noah declared.
So, the rest of the day Noah, Ham and Kush wandered the gravel shore looking for green stones. “And blue, if you find it,” Noah said.
Kush brought him stones with bright yellow pyrites that sparkled in the sun, asking him if this was gold.
“Fool’s gold,” Noah said. “Worthless.”
Kush twisted his mouth at the word “fool.” He went back to searching for malachite, clattering the green stones into a growing pile.
That evening, Noah stretched out, smiling, telling them to keep their eyes open tomorrow for small black stones, tin nuggets. The next morning, the search continued, with each of them becoming more discriminating as to the amount of malachite in a stone that he bothered adding to the pile. Finally, Noah said they had enough. He went through their finds, tossing the best stones into a new pile.
“Load those,” Noah said.
Ham and Kush did, until the saddlebags bulged.
On the way home, Noah explained the art of smelting.
“Melting rocks,” Kush said. “I don’t understand.”
On their return, Noah began to dig a pit outside the stone fence surrounding his tent.
Kush and Ham evaded questions about, “Where’s the salt?” by taking their rhyolite axes, heavy stone tools, and going into the nearby forest to fell trees. The fresh shittim trunks they splintered into logs, and with wedges, they chopped them into forearm-length chunks. By ox-drawn wagon, they carted the firewood to a large clay enclosure, putting the chunks into it, lighting them and sealing the enclosure. The shittim wood partially burned in the absence of air and turned into charcoal. Because it was shittim wood, the charcoal was hard and slow burning. They took the pieces from the oven, filled the wagon and hauled it to Noah’s pit.
With a granite hammer and a big granite “anvil,” Noah smashed the malachite into smaller chunks. These chunks, he ground down with a mortar and pestle to the consistency of gravel.
An open campfire couldn’t reach the needed temperatures, so Noah lined his newly dug pit with heavy stones, fitting them together as closely as possible. He kept adding stones, building the circular fireplace to about knee-height. Then he lined the inside of the fireplace with baked clay.
“We’ll build a proper furnace later,” Noah said. “But for the amount of ore we have now, this will work just fine.”
Noah filled the clay-lined pit with charcoal and pieces of malachite, about two-thirds full. Pots of water stood, along with three long blowpipes of rolled hide-strips fitted with ceramic ends. Noah lit the charcoal and handed out the blowpipes. The three of them raised the fire’s temperature by puffing steadily into the furnace through the blowpipes. It was hot, sweaty work, and each of them often dipped a wooden ladle into the water jugs to quench their thirst. From time to time, either Noah or Ham sprinkled handfuls of gravelly malachite over the red-hot coals and then added more fuel. In alternating layers, they filled the furnace until it brimmed.
Kush wiped his sweaty brow, and his eyelids drooped with fatigue.
“Careful!” Noah said, startling Kush. “Don’t inhale through the blowpipe.”
“I know.”
“If you do, it will scorch your throat.”
Later, when they were all out of breath, Noah motioned them back. “That’s good. The metal should have separated from the rocks by now.”
In time, the fire died out, leaving the furnace with heaps of slag: blackish lumps.
“That doesn’t look like copper,” Kush said.
“I suppose not,” Noah said. He and Ham went at the slag with hammers and chisels, prying out black lumps. These lumps they took to the granite anvil, smashing them to rubble, extracting a pea-sized pellet of copper from each.
“These,” Noah said, “change everything.”
Kush blinked, watching the copper pellet. When Noah put it in a leather pouch in order to help Ham clean the furnace, Kush twisted his lips.
Twenty-four hours later, Noah shouted at Kush while the boy hoed an onion field. Kush dropped his hoe and sprinted after Noah, walking with him back to the smelting pit. Ham was already there.
“I thought we had already smelted all the malachite,” Kush said.
“We have,” Ham said. “This is step two.”
Noah had a charcoal pit ready and filled. In it sat a ceramic pot, a crucible. In the crucible lay the copper pellets. As before, when the charcoal was lit, they blew through the blowpipes, making the charcoal glow. Kush’s eyes widened when the copper began to liquefy. In his surprise, Kush dropped his blowpipe and tried to snatch it back, yelling when his fingertips touched the red-hot charcoals. With his fingers in his mouth, he watched as Noah and Ham picked up soaked, green branches—a modest form of fireproofing. Working in tandem, they pried the ceramic crucible out of the fire. Carefully and moving in unison—one slip could mean agony—Noah and Ham stepped to a stone with a chiseled-out axe outline. With their lips compressed, Noah and Ham tipped the crucible and poured the liquid copper into the mould.
Noah and Ham glanced at one another. Noah nodded. They dropped the branches and the empty crucible. Ham took out a rag and wiped sweat from his neck.
“Now what?” Kush asked, watching the mould with the golden copper.
“Now we wait,” Noah said.
“How long?”
“A few minutes,” Noah said. “Here, let me look at your fingers.” After a quick inspection, he sent Kush to Gaea, who tended to the burns with cooling salve.
Kush returned with bandages wrapped around his fingertips.
“During the cooling, the copper has shrunk slightly,” Noah said. “By doing so, it’s detached itself from the mold.” He turned the stone mold over so the copper piece fell out. He handed it to Kush.
“It’s shaped just like an axe-head,” Kush said.
“That’s right,” Noah said. “And without the chipping and the worrying that it will break like a stone axe sometimes does.”
“This is amazing,” Kush said, turning the copper axe-head over.
“Come back in a day,” Noah said, who took back the axe-head.
Kush did exactly that. By then, Noah had ground the copper axe-head, smoothing out the irregularities. By hammering, he had toughened the edge, and with sandstone had given it a razor’s sharpness. He had also fitted it onto a wooden handle.
“Be careful,” Noah said, “or you’ll cut yourself.”
“Don’t worry about me,” Kush said.
“Test it with your thumb then,” Ham said.
Kush ran the edge of his thumb over the blade. He yelped, with a bright spot of blood oozing from his thumb. He regarded Noah with awe. “You made this out of stones that you burned.”
“Smelted,” Ham corrected.
Kush hefted the axe. Then he grinned. “Let’s go back and look for more ore.”
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They returned to Lake Van for salt and more malachite, and each of the sons of Noah built a furnace and smelted copper. Copper was softer than bronze and didn’t hold an edge as long, so Ham quizzed Noah on the black nuggets he’d talked about before. 
“Tinstones,” Noah called them. “You often find them wherever specks of gold are washed into streams.”
Ham and Kush searched the streams feeding Lake Van, and they indeed found heavy dark nuggets of tin as well as specks of gold. Ham took both and kept them in a special box. The tinstones he planned to mix one to nine with copper in order to make the alloy bronze. For the moment, he smelted copper and cast it into hoes, axes and daggers with bone handles.
“Not as good as our Antediluvian bronze,” Ham told his boys, testing a sharpened dagger. “But at least we won’t be reduced to just using stone tools.”
During the interim of finding copper ore and tinstone, his clan had grown again, the youngest a newly born girl named Pandora. The birth of the girl had set Rahab to worrying again about their oldest.
“How soon until Kush is married?” Rahab asked as they strolled under the stars. A stand of trees towered nearby, while the family tent was hidden behind rolling terrain.
In the moonlight, Rahab resembled the youthful girl she’d been while nursing him back to health after his battle with Ymir. Smiling, Ham took her in his arms.
“Ruth says Deborah talks about Kush, how strong he is and how safe she would feel with the best fighter in the world. But then Deborah shows off a copper bracelet Gomer forged for her.”
“Gomer never forged it,” Ham said. “I saw it the other day. Japheth must have made it and told Gomer to say he did it.”
“I’m sure Gomer at least helped.”
Ham snorted. “Japheth is trying to buy Deborah’s favor for his son. He can’t stand the thought of my boy beating his, just like I beat him in his room on the Ark long ago.”
“Ham. This isn’t a competition between you and Japheth. This is about Kush’s future.”
Ham brushed hair out of his wife’s eyes, deciding to worry about the coming marriage later. Why spoil a good night? He kissed his wife.
She tried to add another thought about Kush and Deborah, so he kissed her again, and then again, until finally she returned his ardor. He led her to the stand of trees where he had secreted a blanket earlier. She looked so lovely in the moonlight, and he never had enough privacy in the tent.
“Oh, Ham,” she said, as he laid her down.
 He grinned, and once more, he knew his wife.
In the morning, he called Kush, and with the special box under his arm, father and son went to the Hamite furnace. Ham put the laboriously gathered gold specks and lumps into a crucible, melting the gold and pouring into a mold. It shone later, a gold ring and two golden earrings.
“Gomer was given a good idea,” Ham said, “but like most things Japheth conceives, it wasn’t fully thought out.”
Kush furrowed his heavy brow, his thick fingers twitching, as if he longed to grab the gold ring and the earrings and dash off with them to Deborah.
“Are you listening to me?” Ham said.
Kush nodded.
Ham laid a black cloth over his open palm and then put the golden ring and the earrings on it. “Do you see how they shine?”
“They’re like stolen rays of sunlight,” Kush said in a husky voice.
Ham arched his eyebrows at the poetic thought. “Er… yes, that’s right. Notice, too, how the black cloth heightens their color, making them seem even better than they are. In such a way, you must whet a woman’s appetite.”
Kush regarded his father.
“What if you rushed off and gave these to Deborah?” Ham asked.
“She’d throw her arms around me.”
“Then what?”
Kush shifted his feet, shrugged.
“Exactly,” Ham said. “No guarantees. She might even marry Gomer later, and then the ring and the earrings would belong to his family.”
The idea caused Kush’s eyes to smolder.
“Not a pretty thought, eh?”
Kush shook his head.
Ham laid the corners of the black cloth over the ring and earrings, before folding the cloth and putting it in his carrying pouch.
Kush looked into his father’s face. “You’re not giving them to me so I can trump Gomer’s copper bracelet?”
Putting a hand on his son’s beefy shoulder, Ham said, “You’re young, impetuous like I was at your age. While speaking with her, yearning for those arms around your neck and no doubt lusting for showering kisses, you’d most likely give her these things right away.”
Kush’s head swayed back, and he wondered how his father had divined his intentions.
Ham laughed, patting his shoulder. “I go to bargain with Shem, and incidentally to show these to Deborah. I’ll tell her this is a marriage ring and the earrings a wedding present. Let her yearn for these, my son. Let her lie at night and ache to wear such a fine ring and show off these earrings. Soon, her desires will be inflamed, especially such a plotter like her.”
“Plotter?” Kush asked. “You’re insulting my future wife?”
“A conniver then, one full of guile. In time, I think you’ll appreciate that in her as she helps you match wits against your cousins, even if now it’s a maddening thing. My point is this, though, in relation to the ring and earrings: Wanting is often more powerful than having.”
Kush nodded slowly. Just as slowly, a smile crept upon his face. “That’s clever.”
“Hmm. We’re not Japhethites, mind you. It’s simple common sense.” Ham clapped Kush on the shoulder. “Now, to your chores, my boy. I have to go and clean up if I’m to head to Shem’s today.”
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Deborah chose two weeks later. Her parents agreed. Thus, a wedding feast was planned for the following week. “But it isn’t over yet,” Ham told Rahab. “Japheth and Europa won’t let it rest. That’s my prediction.”
“You’ve become obsessed with this, my husband.”
“Have I?” Ham asked. “I suppose next you’ll tell me that I’m the one who went to Gomer and told him to hide clubs along the trail.”
“Oh, you’re impossible. Just don’t go overboard with the feast. A modest outlay seems wisest this time around.”
“What do you mean this time? This is the first wedding in the New World, and for our firstborn. Rahab, we must celebrate.”
Rahab rocked Pandora in her arms while feeding her.
“Noah will no doubt insist that he preside,” Ham said. Then he went back to pacing, deciding which sheep to butcher and how much of their stores to use up for the occasion.
He made the younger boys rake the yard and paint whitewash over the new stone fence, and with Menes, he put up poles and stretched hide awnings over them. It could rain that day, but nothing must to spoil it.
He found Kush in the fields and gave him fatherly advice on treating a young wife. “Remember that she’s weaker than you.” He took Kush’s hoe and thumped the stone blade into the dirt beside some lettuce. He hit harder each time, swinging and smashing weeds until the hoe broke. He straightened and pitched the broken tool out of the field.
“What did you do that for?” Kush asked.
“Do you care that I broke your hoe?” Ham asked.
The lad shrugged. “I’ll get another one.”
“Exactly,” Ham said. “A hoe is rough and ordinary. But this.” He pulled a woolen cloth from his carrying pouch and unfolded it to reveal an ivory figurine of Rahab that he had long ago carved in the Old World. “What would happen if someone broke this?”
“You spanked me once as a child simply for touching it.”
“This is priceless,” Ham said, “one of a kind.”
“It’s a treasure,” admitted Kush.
“Which is why I treat is so delicately.” Ham wrapped the wool around it and put it back in his pouch. “That’s how you treat a wife, my son. She’s one of a kind, priceless, your greatest treasure. Don’t use her like I used this hoe, but as I treat my figurine of your mother.”
Kush nodded.
After passing on a few more tidbits, Ham took his leave to inspect the flock and instruct Menes how to care for those beasts chosen for next week’s feast.
The days seemed to take forever, and finally Rahab drew him aside and begged him to relax, to let the children do their chores without hovering over them. “I thought women cared more for weddings than men did,” she said.
Ham scowled and told her they do. After that, he refrained from the times he wanted to tell Kush or Menes or Io how to do this or that. The frustration of keeping silent, however, became too much. So he took his bow and hounds, and he went hunting. He tracked a boar that had been tearing up his field, finding the beast half a day later as he cornered the huge pig.
It grunted as he hissed the first arrow into it. Despite any fear of man, it charged. The hounds harried the beast as he kept firing arrows, and at the last moment, he leapt aside. By the barest fraction, he saved his leg from razor-sharp tusks. He panted, congratulating himself on his luck. Then he tracked the beast by its bloody marks and slew the boar a league later. He grinned. Here would be a perfect dish for the feast. So he cut branches, made a travois and harnessed the hounds to it, dragging the huge boar home.
The tusks he broke off, deciding to carve figurines of Kush and Deborah, as mementos of this glorious occasion.
The wedding day finally arrived. Noah and Gaea came first, dressed in splendid white linen garments. Then Shem, Ruth and their clan arrived. Ham shook hands all around, while his daughters filled cups and passed through the yard with platters of honey-filled pastries. Last, as he’d known it would be, Japheth and Europa arrived with a troop of surely boys but demure girls. Ham admitted to Rahab that the girls behaved very well, considering.
Ham spread mats, roasted the huge boar over an open pit and told them the hunting tale, even showing them the ripped breeches the tusks had torn.
Noah presided over the actual wedding, gave a solemn lecture on peace and watched approvingly as Kush produced the golden ring and slid it onto Deborah’s finger.
“You may kiss the bride,” Noah intoned.
Kush did, to cheers and clapping.
Gomer stared at the ground throughout the proceedings, Japheth nudging him from time to time and whispering in his ear.
Soon, everyone sat down to eat and Ham showered them with great hunks of pork, heaping helpings of peas and lentils and onions and overflowing cups of honey-sweetened water. He had Io play a harp brought over from the Old World, and then he rose to give the first toast.
He lifted his cup.
“Too bad it isn’t wine, eh brother?” Japheth shouted from his mat.
Silence fell over the crowd. Europa poked her husband and shook her head.
Ham paled, scowled and then cleared his throat. He tried to smile but failed. “To a glorious pair, Kush and Deborah, the first married couple of the New World. May your children grow to be strong and valiant, champions in arms but lovers of peace. May you survive every blow of adversity and every treacherous plot that others hatch against you.”
Japheth leaped to his feet. “Treacherous plots, is it?” He dashed his cup to the ground. “I won’t stand for such slurs.”
“Slurs!” shouted Ham. “Ha! What else can you call—”
“Ham!” Rahab shouted, jumping beside him and tugging his arm.
He looked at her, then at the crowd of silent spectators.
She hissed in his ear, “It is Kush’s wedding, and these are our guests.”
Ham yearned to throw his cup at Japheth and charge him. But he controlled his passion and nodded at Rahab. Then, he lifted his cup and said, “Who will drink this toast with me?”
Japheth shoved his wife’s arm aside. “First take back your insult, brother.”
Ham studied his older brother for several seconds, and he noticed his father rising to his feet. “I will not quarrel with you Japheth, not here at my son’s wedding. This is a happy occasion, and my toast is directed at them, not at you. Now, who will toast with me?”
“He insulted us!” Japheth shouted.
“You insult me at my wedding!” Kush shouted.
“You can’t speak to my father like that,” Gomer said, leaping to his feet.
“Silence!” The others looked at Noah. “This is monstrous. This is a wedding. Ham, my son, please, pick another toast, and you, Japheth, I demand that you act civilly.”
“First he must apologize for ruining the wedding,” Ham said.
“Bah,” Japheth said. “It’s always you who starts these things and always I who have to fix them. Either you take back your slur, or I’m leaving.”
“I’ll not be bullied into taking anything back,” Ham growled.
Japheth paled, as if he seemed to realize what he’d just said. He scanned the watching throng. With grave dignity, he lifted his chin, threw his cloak over his shoulder and waited a half-moment more. Then, he stalked from the wedding. Gomer looked like he would follow, but Europa spoke stern, quiet words in his ear, and he slumped back to his mat.
Ham watched his brother stride away. He felt shame and triumph. Perhaps he should have taken back the last part of his toast. But to be backed down in front of everyone, by the brother who had slaughtered orns and lost the horses, perhaps on purpose… No! That had been asking too much.
“I’ll ask once more,” Ham said. “Who toasts my son and my new daughter-in-law?”
Cups rose, people toasted, but the wedding had lost its savor. And several of those present secretly vowed never to forget what had happened.
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Young Canaan and a seventy-eight year old Ham brushed aside branches and trampled upon dead leaves and old fallen twigs. At fifteen, Canaan was dark-haired, handsome and witty, and had a net of woven goat-hair slung over his shoulder.
A huge, old cave bear prowled these parts, a monster that had stolen more than one lamb. But with several hounds crashing through the underbrush and responsive to his whistling, and with his heavy black bow, Ham wasn’t worried… much.
“Are you sure this will work?”
Canaan flashed a brilliant grin that had already gotten him in trouble with Noah. It happened because Japheth and Shem’s daughters loved Canaan. The handsome lad regaled them with tales and teased them so the girls mobbed him. And more than once, he had grabbed and kissed his cousins. Ham had heard about it, especially from written messages from Japheth. They seldom talked, ever since the falling out at Kush’s wedding. Ham shook his head. The trouble was his boys needed wives, and so did Japheth’s, and there were only so many girls to go around. So, for the sake of their clans, they were forced to act civilly.
Ham elbowed his son in the side.
“What was that for?” Canaan asked.
“You’re being more careful these days, I hope.”
Canaan was sharp. “You mean with grandfather?”
“And with your cousins,” Ham said.
Canaan laughed. “Yes, Father. I won’t get caught again.”
“Well…. One of these days, you have to marry one of them.”
“Just one?”
Ham chuckled. “Don’t let your aunts or uncles hear you talk like that. Lamech of Cain’s line was the first to have more than one wife, and he was evil.”
“Why would that be bad?”
“Having more than one wife?” Ham asked.
“Right.”
Ham eyed his son. “I don’t think Jehovah likes a man having more than one wife.”
“Why not?”
“Ask your Uncle Shem. He knows Jehovah’s thoughts better than I know Jehovah’s thoughts.”
“Shem’s a bore.”
Ham sighed. “He’s your Uncle Shem.”
“Sure. Good old Uncle Shem.”
They reached the river that Ham thought of as the boundary to his land, a fast-flowing stream fed from the glaciers in Ararat. The river foamed over rocks and had steep sides, winding through the forest.
Forty years ago, the eight of them had exited the Ark. At seventy-eight, Ham had a salt and pepper beard and was still as strong as an ox. He had lived in the New World longer than in the Antediluvian Era. Some of his sons and daughters had married, with children of their own getting married. Time fled faster here, maybe because there was so much to do. For instance, no one couldn’t barter or buy ore. People had to dig it out of the ground, smelt it and, with a forge, fashion a tool. Or, to make fur garments for his wife… First, he had to trap the animal. A leg-hold trap worked best, stout wooden jaws driven shut by a copper spring held the animal in a trap line. Then he slew and skinned it. Coyotes, ermines, foxes and other small animals were cased. He cut a line across the rump from leg to leg and peeled off the pelt from the inside out. For bears, badgers and other beasts, he used the open method: slit a line up the animal’s belly and peel off the pelt from side to side. Then he tied the pelts to a wooden frame, scraped off all the fat and tissue, and dried them. Dressing was next, applying grease and pounding it with a wooden mallet. Finally, he mixed in sawdust, cleaned and dried the pelt. Only then did he give the furs to Rahab, for her to make blankets or garments or other various articles.
“This way,” Canaan said, pointing to a wolf run parallel with the stream.
“When have you ever been here before?”
“Ah…”
“Don’t lie to me, boy.”
“Of course not,” Canaan said. “This is my first time this far out. I’m not foolish enough to run around in the wilds on my own.”
Ham squinted at Canaan, a smooth liar, unfortunately. Should he have taken a belt to him more often, the way Noah had to him? Canaan reminded him of himself, although his boy wasn’t as broad-shouldered or as dark. Still, he could envision Naamah being intrigued with Canaan.
“You shouldn’t go this far from camp on your own,” Ham said.
“I know. Don’t worry.”
“I’m serious.”
Canaan flashed his grin.
“All right,” Ham said, propelling his eager offspring. “Show me.”
Ham limped as his fleet-footed boy dashed over the wolf run without a thought of slipping into the raging waters below.
“Hey!”
Canaan halted, looking back.
“What would you do if a wolf showed up?”
“Whistle for the hounds.”
“What if they didn’t come fast enough? Or what if the river-noise drowned out your whistle?”
Canaan patted the net slung over his shoulder.
“A net?” Ham asked. “What good is it?”
“I’ll show you.”
Ham mulled over the idea of a net against a wolf. “You’d only have a single cast,” he shouted.
“It’s all I’d need.”
Ham liked the confidence, even if too much sometimes got one in trouble. “I still think you should carry a bow.”
“Like Put?”
“Exactly.” Of all his children, Put was the best shot, a natural-born archer.
“Over there,” Canaan said, trotting to a pool fed by the stream. A natural dam had created the pool. Farther downstream, the river churned as before. Reeds grew along the pool’s muddy bank and into the shallow waters. Canaan kicked off his sandals and shucked off his breeches.
“You should keep your clothes on.”
“Why is that?” Canaan asked, already wading into the pond, with only his tunic to cover his nakedness.
If Noah saw Canaan shamelessly stripping down, he’d scowl and launch into a sermon. But how could he explain it to his son so it made sense? Of all his children, Canaan was the least religious.
“Watch,” whispered Canaan, lifting the net off his shoulders and slipping a string onto his wrist. With a practiced toss, he threw it over the water. The net was weighted with small stones. It spun and neatly opened and landed on the surface, the stones on the edges pulling it out of sight. Canaan yanked the string attached to his wrist. With both hands, he hauled the net in. Four twisting trout fought for freedom.
Ham waded into the pond and snatched the net. As they squirmed, the trout opened and closed their gills. “Can you do that again?”
Canaan ran out of the pond, threw the trout to the ground and waded back in. With squinting eyes, he looked here and there. He flung the net. Moments later, he hauled out three more trout.
“That’s amazing,” Ham said.
Canaan’s eyes shone.
“One more time,” Ham said.
Before long, they trekked home with ten big trout on a string passed through the gills.
“We’re going to show grandfather,” Ham said, taking a fork in the trail.
“Noah always yells at me.”
“He won’t after he sees how fast you can catch fish. This is a great invention.”
Canaan laughed, telling his dad how he’d first gotten the idea.
It was a long walk, tiring because it was uphill. During it, Ham recalled a conversation with Shem. His brother’s main point was that each of them should pick a direction and head out. Jehovah had said to fill the world. They thus tested the Holy One’s patience by all staying in one general location.
Ham had several objections to Shem’s thesis. They needed to stay close so cousins could marry instead of brother and sister. Too, this wasn’t like the Antediluvian World. Back then, hordes of people had kept down the number of predators. Here, animals exploded in population. Shem had pointed out the fear clause given in the Rainbow Promise. Ham said that sometimes fear led to bloodshed. For didn’t a man often kill what he feared? It seemed foolish to scatter amid the numberless hordes of vicious beasts. He’d seen long-horned aurochs and giant-horned elk and wooly mammoths. It was a dangerous world now, what with earthquakes, volcanoes, rain, sleet and snow.
“Why is Gomer running?” Canaan asked.
They trudged upslope toward a wide plateau where they all used to live. Wheat grew on the gentle slopes. In the background rose the snowy heights of Ararat. A stone corral held Noah’s flocks.
Gomer, a tall man with long red hair, ran from the main tent and uphill to…
“Can you see that far?” Ham asked.
Canaan squinted. “He’s running to grandfather coming down the prayer hill.”
“Do you see smoke on the altar?” Ham asked.
“I think so.”
Noah still prayed at his hilltop altar, according to Shem, interceding for them. Sometimes, said Shem, Noah had visions of the future.
“Why do you think he’s running?” Canaan asked.
“How should I know?”
They increased their pace, Ham limping and calling on Canaan to wait for him. He hated being even partly a cripple. He’d thought about constructing a chariot. But they had never recaptured the horses Japheth lost, and their lone one had long ago died. Still, donkeys could draw a chariot.
“Ah,” Canaan said. “Grandfather runs to the tent with Gomer.”
Ham saw that. Noah fairly flew down the hill. Despite being in his mid-six hundreds, Noah was still as vigorous as his offspring.
“Hurry,” Ham said, sprinting for the tent, his stomach clenched with fear.
Noah beat them; he ran with terrible intensity.
With sweat pouring from him and badly out of breath, Ham, with Canaan, barged into the tent. Noah wept, with Gomer and his wife huddled behind him. On the cot, stretched out, lay Gaea. A blood-clotted gash painted her forehead.
Wide-eyed and trembling, Ham approached his nephew Gomer. “What happened?”
Forty-year-old Gomer wiped his eyes, looking at him with sorrow. They seldom spoke, although they each acted more civilly to one another than Japheth and he did. “Grandmother was egg-hunting in the mountains with Aunt Ruth’s girls. She climbed a slippery rock and fell and hit her head.”
Noah’s moan, low and pitiful, felt like a dagger in Ham’s gut.
“Is she…”
Gomer turned away as tears streamed down his face. His wife, Io, one of Ham’s daughters, draped herself onto him. “Oh, Father, what are we going to do? Grandmother Gaea is dead.”
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Noah stood at his wife’s funeral, the wind whipping his long white beard, whipping his white hair and his white linen garments.
It was a solemn affair. Everyone wept but Noah. He gazed dull-eyed into the distance as Shem spoke. High cumulus clouds raced across the sky, throwing the funeral into cold shadows. They buried Mother near Noah’s altar, Japheth, Shem and Ham placing the tombstone chiseled the day before.
The grandchildren cried, as did the great-grandchildren. Great-great grandchildren weren’t far behind. Every person on Earth, except for Noah, shed a tear in her honor.
Noah stayed at the gravesite long after everyone else left.
“He was married for over six hundred years,” Shem told the others. “Can any of you conceive of that?”
“Frankly, no,” Ham said.
A week later, Noah quietly began to search. High and low, he tramped, often gone for two weeks at a time. His cheeks grew gaunt, and he told stories about the incredible variety of vicious beasts. Behemoths, dragons, great sloths, lions and sabertooths, they all thrived beyond the world of the northern slopes of Ararat and beyond Lake Van. Hounds went with Noah, but many didn’t return.
Noah snorted whenever his children urged caution. Noah didn’t say it, but Ham told Rahab, “He’s on a quest.”
Rahab asked, “For what?”
“I don’t know,” Ham said. “But you can feel it in him. He’s like he used to be, during the Ark construction days.”
Shem spoke with Noah most, urging him to relax, to let the grief drain. Noah listened to the entreaties and vanished the next day. He returned sometime later with wild vines in a bag full of dirt. 
As in most things, Noah was the best farmer. He planted stakes and groomed the soil.
“Grapes?” Ham asked, checking on his father to see if he planned any more forays.
“We need to expand our selection of foods,” Noah said, leaning on his shovel.
Ham kept his thoughts private. And he didn’t quite dare ask his father where he had found the vines. Surely, Noah didn’t intend to ferment wine. Ham sighed. He wanted too, oh, how he did, but… He shrugged—not as long as Noah ruled.
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Before Jehovah told Noah to build the Ark, the white-bearded patriarch had been a farmer, one of the best the Antediluvian World had ever known. As a farmer, he also excelled in the New World. His sod root cellars burst with gunnysacks full of onions, beets, sunflower seeds, wheat, barley and flax. He dined off cabbage soup, rhubarb, peas and apricots. And his grapevines thrived.
The grapes from the first harvest he set in the sun and turned into raisins. Although, such was the growth of his vines that he cut many shoots and planted several more rows. The second year, he also did likewise. So, by the end of the third year, he had a field of grapevines.
Ham often visited his father, and he had been tempted to ask for permission to take several cuttings and start his own vineyard. That painful day, however, long ago in the Ark, the memory of his father standing over him as he poured out wine, had kept his mouth closed.
Mankind swarmed upon the northern slopes of the mountains of Ararat, and the clans of Japheth, Shem and Ham grew. The copper ore from Lake Van served their needs, but the tinstones in the riverbed became increasingly harder to find. There were already over fifty families with children, a vast increase from the eight people who had stumbled out of the Ark forty-some odd years ago. In that time, the three original families had sired countless children. Most of those children were already married, with kids of their own ready to marry. Just as with the animals, mankind exploded into the void of an empty world. And the women, as well as the men, considered it their religious duty to have huge families.
Lone Noah stood above the fifty-plus families of the three clans. There was no prospect of a wife companion for him. Unless... Ham broached the idea of a wife for Noah.
“Ham,” Rahab said, scandalized. “You can’t mean what you’re saying!”
“Well—”
“He would have to sleep with one of his granddaughters. And that’s outrageous. I can’t believe you would even think such a thing.”
Ham muttered something about the awfulness of loneliness.
“I understand that,” Rahab said. “But Noah is well over six hundred years old, almost six hundred and fifty. Why, the idea that a girl barely in her twenties should go to him as his wife—that’s preposterous.”
“What about Methuselah?” Ham asked.
“What about him?”
“He was over nine hundred years old when he had a wife in her one hundreds.”
“Yes, and I always thought that was… well, improper, at the very least. Didn’t you think so?”
Ham shrugged. Even as a young man, he had never thought that. It had seemed to prove Methuselah’s virility, that here was a man to emulate.
“But that isn’t even the point,” Rahab said. “The only available women are Noah’s granddaughters.”
“You’re right,” Ham said. “But—”
“How can you think up ideas like that, husband? Sometimes I simply don’t understand you.”
“I said you’re right. Must you nag me about it now, too?”
Rahab’s mouth firmed. She sat on a cushion and rubbed a deerskin stretched on a small, wooden frame.
Ham sighed. “You’re not nagging me. I’m sorry I said that.”
“Are you certain I’m not a nag? That’s the last thing in the world I want to do, nag my husband.”
“Yes, I’m certain,” he said, rising, sitting down beside her and rubbing her shoulders.
She relaxed into his strong fingers.
He kissed her neck, patted her back and rose. “I need to stretch my legs.” He hurried from the tent before she could begin a new conversation.
He peered at red clouds from a setting sun. He felt sorry for his father, all alone in his tent, with no woman to cook his meals or to sleep with. True, people often visited him, but that wasn’t the same as a wife. He cocked his head, then turned around and poked it into the tent.
“I’m going to see Noah.”
“This late in the day?” Rahab asked.
“Don’t stay up for me.” He whistled for his favorite hound, grabbed his quarterstaff and hurried up the trail. He was used to his hip aching; that was simply a part of life. Ah, the foolishness of youth. Who but a young man would have been stupid enough to think he could defeat a giant?
That got him thinking about this summer’s grape harvest. Noah had called them together to help harvest the thick clusters and then had great-grandchildren tread grapes thrown into a bin. The youths laughed, walking barefoot on purple fruit. The juices ran down a trough and into a vast brass pot. The juices in these pots Noah boiled until they turned into a jelly or thick syrup. This he stored in leather jugs, new wineskins, to prevent fermentation. Later, this syrup could be squeezed out of the bottles onto bread or dissolved in water to make a grape drink. This “wine” made a sweet drink, too sweet for Ham’s tastes. For one pot, however, Noah forewent boiling and had it poured directly into skins, and had stored those wineskins in one of his many sod root cellars. Ham wondered about those particular skins, curious to know if the fruit juice had already fermented. The idea left him breathless. He had almost forgotten what it was like being drunk—almost, but not entirely. It was one of the most wonderful feelings in the world. Tensions and pain vanished. He wondered why Jehovah frowned on drunkenness.
Ham sighed, watching the stars appear, naming to himself the many constellations he had been taught as a boy. At least they hadn’t changed. They were still the same star clusters as in the Antediluvian Era: Orion, the Centaur, Virgo and the stars of Pleiades, Libra, Leo and Taurus the Bull. All together, they told the grand story of the coming Redeemer, how He would free mankind from the curse of sin and death. Up there in the stars, for all to see—Ham grinned, encouraged as always by them.
In time, he came to Noah’s tent, the stars twinkling and the breeze cool. The tent stood alone among the sod root cellars. Each sod building brimmed with food and one in particular with skins full of grape juice. For just a moment, a flash of irritation filled Ham. Why couldn’t he plant vineyards and allow himself sips now and again of heady wine? Why had they all ganged up on him those many years ago and embarrassed him in the Ark, making him pour out all his carefully hoarded supply of heaven-on-earth?
He snorted, shaking his head. He hadn’t come to argue, but to cheer Noah. He almost called out. Muted lantern-light flickered within the tent. Noah must be awake. Perhaps he read Old World scrolls, or maybe wrote a new one.
Several hounds rose from where they lay and ambled to his hound, sniffing its butt. Strange creatures, dogs. Ham shrugged, trudged the last distance and softly knocked on the tent pole. Ham raised his knuckles to knock again… when he heard snoring.
Did Noah sleep with a lantern burning? Hmm… he’d better put it out for his father.
Ham drew back the flap. His eyes boggled. Noah lay sprawled on his couch, naked, his robe on the floor and an empty wineskin nearby. Ham stared in bewilderment. Then it dawned on him that Noah… Ham stepped in. His father said it was shameful to be seen naked. That a man and woman needed to keep clothed unless they were in bed together.
Ham picked up the wineskin and sniffed the nozzle. It had been over forty years, but he knew the smell. He shook the skin and drank the remaining mouthful. The wine hit hard, bringing goosebumps to his arms. He felt the familiar and long-missed warmth of it going down.
He peered at the loudly snoring Noah and inched closer. He leaned near and sniffed as his father blew out. Wine! Noah had been drinking!
Ham stepped back, shocked. Noah was… Noah was drunk. He must have ingested lots of wine… thrown off his clothes so he could parade around in his tent naked drunk… and then he must have fallen in a drunken stupor and gone to sleep.
A bark of laughter escaped Ham. This was too much. Noah. Drunk. All the shame and rage of over forty years ago flooded back into Ham. He remembered how his father had made him pour out every wineskin, leaving him with nothing to fight the horror of the Flood. Yet now, when Noah faced hardship—he’d searched out vines, planted them year after year and then salted away a root cellar full of fermenting wine. So this is what the mighty preacher had come to, eh? This man who had stood over him and kept him from enjoying what he had really wanted to do all these years. Now, when no one was watching, what did Noah do? He got drunk, naked drunk so he could parade around his tent in shame.
Ham laughed again, in delight—and it seemed as if a vast weight lifted from his shoulders. As he peered at his father sprawled out in drunken slumber, he thought to himself that this changed everything. If Noah could get drunk… what would his brothers say if they could see this?
Ham covered his mouth to stifle a caw of laughter. His brothers had to see this—well, Shem at least. He didn’t care what Japheth thought. One thing was certain. They would never believe him if he told them that Noah had been naked, stinking drunk. And maybe Noah would lie about it. If he got drunk here on his own, who knew what Noah was really capable of?
Ham backed out of the tent. Then he turned and flew down the hill to tell Shem. Oh, he could hardly wait to see his reaction.
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Gasping, with stray giggles escaping him, Ham limped into Shem’s camp. He wiped sweat from his brow and zeroed in on the bonfire. Assur and Elam spoke together, along with several of their sons. To the side, Shem leaned against a wagon and talked with Japheth.
Ham slowed, wondering if he should come back later. He didn’t want Japheth to know. Then he shrugged and decided to be magnanimous, for tonight to let bygones be bygones. Plus, short of breath, and with an aching hip, he didn’t want to travel anymore tonight. He grinned, envisioning many nights with a skin of wine to help ease the pain. Putting a hand over his mouth, forcing the grin away, he hurried to his brothers.
Shem saw him first. Small Shem with his long, dark hair and his intense eyes, he fit the image of a patriarch with his long, brown robe and streaks of gray in his beard. He was almost one hundred and fifty years old, and, after Noah, was the most religious of them and knowledgeable about Jehovah. Japheth, too, had gray hairs, although one couldn’t tell. His bushy, blond beard hid it well. A tall man, only recently had his shoulders begun to stoop. Japheth had the clearest blue eyes in all humanity.
“Ham,” said Shem. “What are you doing here?”
“I caught you two conspiring,” Ham joked. “Admit it.”
Japheth eyed him with distaste, with his lips pursed.
Ham’s grin stretched wider, and his eyes, he imagined, must be merry and sparkling, if that was possible. “Could I speak privately with you two?”
Japheth lifted his eyebrows.
Shem waved at his sons and told them it was time to retire.
Assur and Elam led the way from the bonfire. They didn’t ask why Shem ordered them off, they didn’t argue with their father. They simply obeyed the patriarch of their clan. Ham wished his sons listened half as well.
As his children filed into the darkness, Shem said, “Is it about father?”
“Indeed,” Ham said.
“You’ve just seen him?” Japheth asked.
“You noticed, I suppose, that I came down the mountain,” Ham said. “Not up, if I was coming from my tent.”
Japheth blinked in that superior way of his, as if it pained him talking to his youngest brother. “Is father well?”
Ham wanted to gush out his tale and to savor the moment. He couldn’t decide which was more important. Oh, this was delicious, a morsel of rarest vintage. Thinking of vintage caused him to giggle.
Shem and Japheth traded glances.
“Is father hurt?” Shem asked.
“Even Ham would already have said so,” Japheth said.
Not even Japheth’s arrogance could steal his joy. And it dawned on Ham that this was the moment he’d waited for his entire life. Since birth, he’d been the son of a religious zealot, a man burning for Jehovah. He’d never been able to live up to what his father was. What his father had been, he amended to himself.
“My sons have retired,” said Shem.
“You’re never going to guess what I just saw,” Ham said, laughter tingeing his voice.
Once more, Shem and Japheth traded glances.
“Noah’s drunk,” Ham said, no longer able to contain himself.
Neither Japheth nor Shem looked shocked. They looked blank, as if unable to understand his words.
“Not only that,” Ham said. “But he’s naked, buck naked, thrown everything off so he could parade around in his tent.”
“What?” said Shem, outraged.
Ham nodded vigorously. “He’s snoring on his couch, out cold from drinking himself into a stupor.”
Anger thundered on Japheth’s brow. “You’d better be careful what you say, brother.”
“Me?” Ham asked. “What are you talking about? Haven’t you heard what I just said?”
“We heard,” Shem said. “And I agree with Japheth. It’s despicable.”
“That father’s drunk?” Ham asked.
“No!” Shem said. “That you would dare say such a thing.”
“But it is true,” cried Ham. “Why do you think he searched for grapevines? I’ll tell you why. To make wine. To get drunk and to forget about mother.”
“He’s a man of Jehovah,” Japheth hissed. “How dare you impugn him with your vicious slander. We’ve always known you don’t see eye-to-eye with father, but this is too much.”
“If you don’t believe me, then go see for yourself,” Ham said.
For a third time, Shem and Japheth traded glances.
“It can’t be true,” Shem said.
“Agreed,” Japheth said. “Except I don’t think that even Ham would lie about it.”
“I’m getting a little tired of this even Ham talk,” Ham said.
“It can’t be true,” whispered Shem.
Japheth nodded as he studied Ham. “I think he’s telling the truth, as unbelievable as it sounds.”
“What are we going to do?” Shem asked.
“Do?” Ham asked. “It means we’re free.”
“Free?” Shem asked, bewildered.
“Noah can’t lord it over us anymore,” Ham said. “We can plant our own vineyards if we desire.”
“Is that all you can think about?” Shem asked, disgusted. “You’ve shamed our father.”
“Me?” Ham asked, finally getting angry. “I’m not the one who paraded around in his tent, drunk and naked, no doubt singing pretty ditties from Methuselah’s old compound.”
Shem paled. “Father saved your life, brother. He obeyed Jehovah and saved all our lives from the wrath of Jehovah. You owe him everything. There would have been no Ark except for Noah.”
“Yes, but—”
“We must do something about this,” Japheth said, with calculation in his eyes.
“My thoughts exactly,” Shem said. “Come. I know what we must do.” Without another word, Shem and Japheth hurried up the mountain.
Ham watched them go as a bad knot formed in his gut. What was wrong with them? He turned away, staring at the crackling flames. “Is there something wrong with me?” he whispered. Then he, too, turned and headed into the night, going down the hill back to his own tent.
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Shem and Japheth stood under the stars and outside Noah’s tent. The lamp yet burned within, throwing shadows against the tent wall.
“We can’t do what Ham did,” Japheth said. “We cannot, we must not look upon our father’s nakedness.”
“Agreed,” Shem said. “There has been enough shame for one night.”
“Nor do I think we should call out and wake father while he’s…” Japheth grew pale. “Can father truly be drunk?”
Shem inched toward the tent. He placed his ear near the flap. “He’s snoring.”
“Snoring doesn’t prove drunkenness.”
“Granted. But it’s a heavy snoring.” Shem drew back. “Ham wouldn’t make up such a story, would he?”
“Not when we could check for ourselves,” Japheth said.
“And his reactions were very honest,” said Shem.
“Revealing, is what you mean.”
“Yes,” admitted Shem.
“Then…”
Shem glanced around, and he hurried to the nearby wagon. Japheth trailed after as Shem rummaged under the buckboard until he pulled out a blanket, the one Noah usually sat on when he rode the wagon. He held it up and explained to Japheth what they had to do.
“What if we trip?” Japheth asked.
Shem shook his head while shaking out the blanket and grasping one end. Japheth took the other. They edged backward into Noah’s tent, the blanket over their shoulders. Groping, feeling with their feet, they zeroed in on the loud snores. Never once looking back, they draped the blanket over Noah’s unseen nakedness.
They glanced at one another and trembled. Shem pointed with his eyes at the hanging lantern. Japheth took it, while Shem bent down and scooped up the wineskin. They hurried outside.
“What do we do now?” Japheth asked, with his blue eyes haunted.
Shem wiped sweat off his brow. “Now, we see how it plays out.”
Japheth glanced sidelong at his brother, hesitating before he said, “Maybe you should come back tomorrow and explain what happened. I’m not sure father would believe me.”
Shem studied his brother before heaving a deep sigh and nodding.
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Late at night and after a tiring trek up and down the slopes, Ham limped into his clan clearing. In the moonlight, a gust rippled his tent, while nearby dogs busily sniffed the hound he’d brought back.
Had he done the right thing? Should he have told his brothers about father? He made a face. His hip ached. Shem and Japheth had been such… such conceited prigs. Ham scowled and limped into his tent, a single flame flickering from a stone oil-dish.
Rahab, who knitted now that everyone else was asleep, turned and regarded him.
He told her what had happened.
She opened her mouth once, but closed it and said nothing. A strange brooding look altered her features.
“Not you, too,” Ham said, louder than he’d intended.
A child stirred and Rahab became withdrawn.
Ham muttered a curse and stomped out. Didn’t anyone understand?
He grinned as he thought about his boys. So, even though it was late, he woke Kush and Menes and had Canaan build a fire away from the tents. Put was out on a trek, so he would miss this delicious moment. There, in the dark, with a crackling fire blown big by the night wind, Ham lovingly detailed Noah’s drunkenness and the nudity.
Kush’s eyes widened and his jaw slackened. Menes appeared thoughtful. Canaan, after sucking down a lung full of air, brayed laughter. Canaan whooped.
“Naked?” Canaan shouted.
Ham leered. This was his boy—the one after his own heart.
“Stark naked?” shouted Canaan.
“Yes.”
“Because he was drunk?” Canaan howled.
Ham nodded.
Canaan threw back his head and howled with mockery.
Kush, blinking, his wits returning, started chuckling.
Menes grinned.
“Naked!” roared Canaan, wiping away a tear. “Grandfather Noah likes to strut about in the nude.”
Ham laughed.
Kush and Menes laughed.
Canaan wiped his eyes as more whooping sounds consumed him. “Look at me!” Canaan hopped and high-kicked around the fire. He grabbed the lower edge of his tunic and lifted it to his chest, exposing himself. “Look at me! I’m Noah!”
The laughter grew. They seemed like hyenas, shrieking madness, until they gasped, slapping one another on the shoulders. Giggles ruled thereafter. Then, a sobered Kush wiped his forehead and stared at the flames.
“What’s wrong, brother?” Canaan asked.
Kush glanced at them, firelight playing across his dark skin. “What happens when Noah finds out what father did?”
“What can Noah do?” Canaan asked, grinning. “Nothing at all.”
Kush and Ham traded looks, and the hilarity left Ham’s stomach as an uncomfortable knot took hold.
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The next day, as the sun rose, Shem trudged up the mountain alone, dewy grass wetting his sandals. Halfway up, he dusted moss off a rock and sat until he regained his wind. He didn’t want to make this trip, but he rose and continued. He passed stands of birch and, later, pines. Robins sang, and in time, he came to Noah’s tent. The wind rippled the northern-sheeted wall, while all around the sprawling tent stood sod root cellars like sunken halls for mythic dwarves. Ivy and grass grew out of the dirt walls.
He maneuvered past them to listen at the tent flap for snoring or the sounds of a sleeping man. When he heard nothing, he called out, but there was no answer. He rapped his knuckles on the tent pole, waited, and at last poked in his head. The couch of last night was empty. The blanket Japheth and he had draped over their father lay crumbled on the floor. A sour wine odor yet clung within.
Shem checked the low-roofed root cellars, unlatching the doors to peer into gloomy chambers. He half-expected to see all the wineskins stacked in the third cellar slashed open and the floor damp with alcoholic liquid, but the skins stood neatly stacked just like they must have been yesterday when his father had fetched one for himself. Nor did he find any sign of Noah. As he closed the last door, he snapped his fingers. Picking up his staff, he headed higher up the mountain. The sun continued to rise and shine in his eyes. He squinted, keeping his sight on the rocky trail. The grass on the mountainsides was green, and orange and yellow flowers carpeted broad sections of slope. To the west hung several dark clouds; otherwise it was a beautiful autumn morning. He took the familiar trail, the twists and turns as it switched back and forth, and in the boulder-ridden distance smoke curled skyward.
He neared the hilltop altar: the altar made of big stones piled one on top of the other. He remembered carting rocks for his father as they built it, years ago. In front of the altar knelt Noah, a slain lamb consumed by fire, the rocks still stained shiny-red with the sacrifice’s blood. His father gazed at the sky, with his arms outstretched.
Shem paused, licking his lips, tasting the salty sweat.
Noah brought his arms down, bowed his head and then struggled to his feet. Picking up the gopher-wood staff, Noah turned and marched toward him. Shem dared examine his father’s eyes. They were bloodshot, and his face was flushed.
“Father.” Shem bowed his head, unable to stare his father in the eye.
“I have sinned.”
Shem nodded, unable to look up.
“As Adam in the Garden of Eden first sinned,” Noah said, “so have I grievously erred. He, like I, became the father of humanity. Adam became so at the beginning of Time, I after mankind had been destroyed by the Deluge. Each of us was given the command to fill the Earth with offspring; from both our loins would derive all mankind. Alas, both Adam and I fell to the partaking of fruit. He ate of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. I have wrongly partaken of the fermentation of fruit of the vine.”
“Father,” Shem blurted, looking up. “Ham saw you last night.”
“What? Ham?”
“He… He saw you lying naked on your couch. Then he ran downhill to Japheth and me and told us what he had seen, gloating in it. Japheth and I hurried to your tent and walked in backwards. Without looking at your—Father, we lay the blanket on you.”
“Ah,” Noah said gravely. “I see. Yes, that explains much.”
Shem gulped the lump from his throat. Once more, bowed his head.
Noah stared into the distance. “Adam’s sin showed him his nakedness. My sin uncovered me. Adam was given skins from the Lord. My sons did clothe me. Each of us was thus covered by another.”
Shem found that he was shaking, trembling, and he didn’t know why. Noah put his hand on his shoulder.
“As a curse was laid after Adam’s sin,” Noah said, “so will a curse be laid now. As the future was foretold then, so I today have seen the future through the Spirit of the Living Jehovah.”
Shem groaned, falling to his knees.
“No,” Noah said. “None kneel to me. I am but a man, a sinner who has found grace in the eyes of Jehovah. You must rise and run back to your camp and gather your brothers. Tell them to bring their wives and their sons and daughters and their grandchildren. All must hear my words. Ham most of all. The Lord bids me speak, and thus speak I shall. Run, Shem, run.”
Shem leaped to his feet and dashed down the mountain, wiping tears from his eyes.
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Right about now, as he waited for Noah, Ham needed a root cellar-stashed wineskin. His stomach knotted. Sweat prickled. He berated himself for running downhill last night and telling Shem and Japheth. Better to have stolen a wineskin or two and dug a hole in the woods, leaving them for nips. Ham gritted his teeth in frustration. Hadn’t he learned anything in all these years? Must he always be the rash one who got an idea and acted on it on the instant? Sober thought, a carefully pondered scheme—those brought rewards.
Everyone congregated this afternoon near Noah’s tent, over seventy families and their children. Shem avoided looking at him. Japheth whispered heatedly with Gomer and Ashkenaz. What did Noah plan to say? Surely, he would not apologize for being drunk. Ham’s father never backtracked. But surely, Noah couldn’t lecture him in front of everyone about respect for naked elders. Noah didn’t dare bring that up. So what was his father’s game?
Ham blew out his cheeks. He hated waiting, and he was… Was he embarrassed? He didn’t want to look his father in the eye. Noah had sent word, wanting to first see him alone before this group meeting. Ham hadn’t had the guts and sent word he’d see Noah when every one else did.
“Do you notice the others aren’t mingling with us?” whispered Canaan.
The tent flap moved. Noah strode forth in a flowing white robe. With his long, white beard and hair and his heavy right hand grasping the gopher-wood staff, Noah seemed every inch the patriarch he’d always been. His blue eyes smoldered, and his leathery, timeworn face seemed stern and unflinching.
Ham feared. He recognized his father’s look as the one that had driven Kedorlaomer and his sons from the old construction-yard compound and that had compelled a victorious Ymir to retreat.
Noah stepped onto a rock that Ham hadn’t noticed until now. As he did, Noah’s features softened until sadness crept on him. Noah raised his hands.
Ham swallowed. His stomach knotted worse than ever. As Shem and Japheth went to the heads of their respective clans, so Ham grimly waded to the forefront of his. Beside him followed Canaan. Kush hung back.
“Don’t let him bamboozle you, Father,” Canaan whispered. “You caught grandfather in the act. Remind him of that if he tries to brazen it out.”
Shocked, Ham glanced at his youngest son. Canaan squinted at Noah. His youngest boy seemed like a fox, sly and cunning, full of guile, a master of trickery. 
“That’s his method,” Canaan hissed, “a righteous act. Grandfather thinks he can fool us. But he’s puffed himself up for the last time. You pricked the disguise, Father. Remember that if it gets rough. If grandfather tries to browbeat you—and by the looks of it, that’s his game today—shout out: ‘Would you like a glass of wine, Father?’”
“Shhh,” Ham said.
“I mean it,” whispered Canaan. “Yell that, and grandfather’s act will melt like summer snow.”
“Quiet,” Ham whispered. Couldn’t the lad feel Noah’s power? But then Canaan had never seen an angel of Jehovah standing behind Noah, giving him the power to cow Ymir. Trembling, Ham took his place by his brothers.
Noah lifted the gopher-wood staff. The wind stirred his robe and stirred the long beard that added to his awful dignity. Ham didn’t understand. His father had been naked drunk last night.
Noah fixed his gaze on him.
Ham felt it like a hammer blow. Those terrible blue eyes—although sad—they roiled with authority. Ham shrank back, afraid, wishing in that instant he could keep his mouth shut.
“Jehovah has spoken to me,” Noah said. “I have seen the future, and I have been commanded to speak. Ah, my sons…” Noah bowed his head.
Ham’s knees threatened to give way. He wanted to throw himself onto his face and beg forgiveness. He glanced then at Japheth, at the triumphant smile. No, he couldn’t demean himself in front of his arrogant brother.
Noah’s robes rustled.
“Cursed be Canaan,” Noah said quietly, so Ham had to lean forward to hear. “A servant of servants he shall be to his brothers.”
Ham didn’t understand. Why did his father curse his favorite son—or why did Jehovah compel Noah to? Noah kept speaking, his voice firming.
“Blessed be the LORD, the God of Shem; and let Canaan be his servant.”
Ham’s sons and grandsons stirred, throwing angry looks at Shem and his sons.
“May Jehovah enlarge Japheth, and let him dwell in the tents of Shem; and let Canaan be his servant.”
Angry murmuring arose from Ham’s clan. Some of them glared at Japheth’s clan.
Noah lowered the staff and centered on Ham. “A grim truth of this world, my children, is that the sins of the father often intensify in his children and then in his grandchildren, yea, unto the third generation. I am sorry, but this foreknowledge given me by Jehovah… It cannot be revoked.”
Noah stepped down from the rock and headed toward the hilltop altar.
Ham lurched after him. “Father!”
Noah halted and turned. Tears leaked from his eyes, staining his leathery cheeks.
“Father,” Ham said, standing before Noah. “Why have you cursed me?”
Noah put a hand on Ham’s shoulder and squeezed with hurtful strength. The white-haired patriarch tried to say more. It seemed he couldn’t. Finally, Noah turned and trudged for the trail.
A crimson-faced Canaan slid near Ham. “What did he say, Father? Why did he curse me? You’re the one who saw him naked. Why did he take it out on me?”
Ham stared at his son, so youthful, so handsome and so much his pride and joy. The sins of the father… he peered at Shem and Japheth. Japheth’s face shone as he spoke to Gomer. Finally, Ham looked at Noah trudging up the trail, alone, as he had often been throughout his long life.
“Father?” Canaan said.
“Come,” Ham said, wearily, knowing now that he had only one course available to him.
“Where are we going?” Canaan said.
“Away, my son. It is time to leave the mountains of Ararat.”
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Ham took his family far south of Ararat, and his family grew and prospered. Yet, alone in the harsh New World, they couldn’t survive well. So every year or two, sons looking for wives and those with marriageable daughters or goods trekked back to Ararat for Fall Festival. There, the children of Noah mingled and married cousins and traded, sometimes arguing hotly. Fortunately, bloodshed was avoided, although more than once a cheering throng witnessed a wrestling match.
In time, the clans of Shem and Japheth also moved from Ararat. But they remained nearer one another than Ham’s far-ranging family.
Ham took his clan southeast, and a fear of floods caused them to remain in the highlands, in the mountains rather than descending into the plains or valleys. With disposable stone axes for the heavy work, they felled trees, chopped underbrush and burned off new sowing areas. There, they built a semi-permanent village and stayed a dozen years at the longest. Once the millet and barley began to fail because of overworked soil, they loaded donkeys, two-wheeled oxcarts and wagons and moved south again to repeat the slash-and burn-process.
Several sons of Put had the wanderlust and traveled farther and wider, reporting on what they had seen. In the east, in high, rugged mountains, they found blue stones, lapis lazuli, and in certain fast-flowing streams, they spotted gold specks. In such they laid fleece, returning later to gather the gold-laden wool.
Ham aged and grew vines and fermented wine, and he taught his clan the art of brewing barley beer. Over time, drunkenness fueled too many of his decisions. Rahab despaired, while Kush, Menes, Put and Canaan aided their father in his duties, and as clan elders, they took on greater responsibilities.
Twenty years passed after the curse, thirty and then forty years.
During that time, a son was born to Canaan and Miriam. His name was Beor, and he grew into a man utterly unlike his brothers and sisters. A head taller than any Hamite, with massive bones and immensely powerful muscles, Beor became the strongest man in the clan and perhaps in the world. Extraordinarily stubborn, with a black beard and thick lips, to his horror he lost his hair early, becoming the first bald man of the New World.
He led the Scouts, shepherds by inclination. Usually the tribe wasn’t on the move. But whenever the tribe exhausted the slash-and-burn soil and debated where to move next, the Scouts searched for the new location and reported on the best options. Beor dominated the Scouts by his size, strength and stubbornness and because of what happened next.
Beor loathed his baldness. When first his hair thinned, he railed against fate and begged his father for an antidote.
“Gaea might have known of one,” Canaan said, “but neither I nor your mother can help you in this.”
A month later, and in the evening, as shepherds sat around a campfire, Ham quaffed ale and questioned them on the flocks. Beor sat hunched on a log, brooding, staring at the flames.
“Why so glum, my boy?” Ham asked. “Look at your thews, your shoulders. Oxen must envy you your strength.”
Beor indicated his balding head.
“Ah,” Ham said. “And you’re so young.”
“Is there nothing I can do?” Beor asked. “Must I look like a vulture with its bald skull for the rest of my life?”
“I heard long ago of a cure for baldness—”
“What is it?” Beor asked, before Ham could finish.
“It was a fable, a myth, an old wife’s concoction.”
“Some of those tales, I’m told, have a basis in fact.”
“Perhaps that’s so. Well…” Ham gulped ale. “The tonic was made of one part paws of a dog, one part kernels of dates and one part hoof of a donkey. Mix and cook thoroughly with oil in an earthen pot and anoint it on your head.”
“What are dates?”
“Fruit from a tree. I haven’t seen any in the New World, although in the Old, they grew plentifully.”
Beor sighed.
Ham swirled his ale-cup. “Perhaps the Slayers had the answer.”
“Who?”
Ham told him of Ymir’s Slayers, the mighty warriors who had worn wolf caps. “Slay a beast, a savage one preferably, and wear its head as your cap. Then no one will notice that you’re bald.”
Beor’s dark eyes glowed at the idea.
So, the massive son of Canaan dealt for the bravest hunting hounds, trading three of his prized rams and seven goats. Then, he went to Ham and told him his plan. In the gloom of his forge, Ham studied the serious youth. He noted the breadth of Beor’s shoulders, the lumps of muscle rising behind the thick neck, and he pitied Beor the few wisps of hair over his nearly bald dome. From a locked chest, Ham selected precious tinstones. Soon the ring of his hammer told the tale of toughing bronze, and the grind of sandstone said that he gave it a razor-sharp edge. He fixed this to a heavy shaft and presented it to Beor three days later.
“This is a pike, my boy, a worthy weapon for your quest.”
Beor’s eyes glittered. “I am in your debt, and I promise I won’t forget this.”
Beor next fashioned spears with fire-hardened tips and practiced endlessly. Soon, he bartered with Put for flint-tips, binding them to his spears. Then he left the settlement, and in his vanity, he chose a dreadful beast.
Great sloth lived in the primeval forests, grunting as it shuffled in its odd, upright gait. A vast, bear-like creature, well over twice the height of a man, the great sloth was twenty feet long and weighed as much as eight thousand pounds. Most had shaggy, dark brown hair and skin tougher than Antediluvian chainmail. With their heavy molars, they crushed leaves and tender branches and sometimes, with claws as big as daggers, they chased wolves and leopards from their kills, scavenging off the meat. Such were the size of the claws and the way they grew from their fore and hind paws that no great sloth could walk on the flat of its feet. Rather, like an anteater, it shuffled on the sides.
It made a peculiar sight, this giant beast that walked like a man, its bear-like head towering over many trees. Wolves slunk in fear when it bellowed. Lions avoided the monster when its piggy little eyes turned red with rage during rutting season and when it coughed in that deep, unforgettable way. Fast, great sloth wasn’t. Thus, the clan of Ham seldom worried about the beast. Yet all knew that to face the giant creature was to court death.
Beor tracked the largest great sloth of the region, Old Slow, whose shaggy pelt shone so luxuriously that some wondered if the male dined off dragon eggs.
A week after he had started, Beor found Old Slow as he shuffled to a valley oak tree, his favorite. Beor shivered at the monster’s size, and he wondered at the sanity of his plan. But he touched his balding head. He’d seen a beauty at last year’s Festival. She was a young woman of Japheth Clan. Beor scowled. She seemed to like pretty boys, those with cute faces and heads full of hair. Her eyes hadn’t lingered on his ruggedness.
So, in the depths of the valley forest Beor urged his hounds to the attack, and he carried his flint-tipped spears in the crook of his arm. The barking dogs circled the dining monster.
Old Slow swiveled his gargantuan head, with his eyes blazing like an enraged drunk. He roared, saliva spraying, the sound deafening. The hounds leapt back, barking even harder than before.
Beor grimaced. The great sloth’s musk was sickening. The beast seemed invincible, peering down at him, and it had monstrously huge arms. In this forest glade, far from camp, Beor launched the first spear.
Old Slow grew rigid, with the spear sticking in him. And for the first time in his life, he moved. A sweep of his arm knocked out the spear. Then it seemed as if he pounced. In actuality, Old Slow dropped from his upright position and onto all fours, and he clawed a dog to death.
The rest of the hounds howled as two darted in to nip the beast from behind. Old Slow whirled to slash them. Beor heaved a second spear, but the flint tip shattered against Old Slow’s tough hide. Then there began a terrible dance of death. Old Slow shuffled on the sides of his feet. The frenzied hounds darted in to bite and slash with their teeth, although the shaggy hair combined with the nearly chainmail strong skin made the hounds’ attack more irritating than deadly, although their wild barking distracted the giant monster. The spears hurled at close range hurt Old Slow, inflicting wounds that bled.
Soon, Old Slow bled from six wounds. But five dogs lay dead or dying. And then Beor threw his last flint-tipped spear. With sweaty palms, he grabbed his special weapon. It was thicker, longer and had a heavy head of bronze. Grandfather Ham, the patriarch of the clan, had called it a pike.
“Die, beast!” Beor roared.
Old Slow roared back, and dogs worried his bloody pelt. Then eight thousands pounds of infuriated great sloth moved on two hind feet to the assault, his dagger-sized claws clattering. Like a giant drunk, he swayed and shuffled on the sides of his feet, swinging his shaggy arms.
Beor drove the bronze point into Old Slow’s chest. The great sloth reared back, bellowing in agony. For a moment, Beor hung onto the pike, rising off the ground as the great sloth rose to his imposing height. Then Beor let go and rolled, and he scrambled on all fours behind the nearest tree.
Old Slow stared at him with those hot red eyes, while his jaws worked as if he tried to speak. He took a tentative step. Then Old Slow toppled sideways, crashing to the ground.
A month later, with his great sloth cap and the giant claws dangling on his chest, Beor drove a herd of sheep one hundred leagues to Japheth Clan. Beor was too anxious to wait until next year’s Festival. He sought out Tarshish, the son of Javan.
Tarshish hungered for the sheep, yet like all Japhethites, he told Beor that first Europa must bless the marriage.
The next day, shedding pike, hat and great sloth claws, Beor was ushered into a sprawling tent, partitioned with linen curtains. The sound of feminine laughter made him uneasy and caused him to wonder if they secretly spied him and mocked his baldness. Yet he squared his shoulders, determined to win over Europa, the matriarch of Japheth Clan.
After a long wait, a curtain drew back and a young girl beckoned him deeper into the tent.
He entered an area warmed by a heap of charcoal in a giant stone brazier. The charcoal glowed and radiated heat. Beside it, on a wooden dais and in a large cedar chair, sat Europa. The chair had intricately carved arms and a high backrest, practically a throne. Europa was swathed in flowing robes and had the whitest skin Beor had ever seen. Blue eyes gauged him, wise eyes measuring his worth. The matriarch of the Japhethites, said to be older than Grandmother Rahab, looked younger, with fair beauty for one approaching two hundred years of age.
“Step closer, Beor.”
That she knew his name made her seem even wiser, although he told himself it would have been a simple matter for Tarshish to have told her. Prepared for the meeting—this Japhethite custom was well known—Beor bowed and said, “I have a present for you, my lady.”
“Have you now?” she said, studying him with even greater care.
Beor forced a smile and, from his pouch, drew a fine copper pin. “I forged it myself, my lady. It is my best work.”
She indicated he approach. And she took the pin from his massive hand, inspecting it. Then she set it on an armrest. “Have you taken refreshments?”
“Yes, my lady.”
“Tell me about your journey, Beor.”
He did, describing the various beasts he’d seen. And he told her how he had slain a lion, snatching a lamb from its jaws. Another time, he’d slain a bear.
“You are brave.”
“Jehovah gave me the courage,” he said.
“Ah,” said Europa. “And it seems that you are well-trained, giving glory where it is due.”
Beor smiled, with strong white teeth in a black beard. “My grandmother has seen to that.”
“Rahab?”
“Yes, my lady.”
“Tell me about her.”
Beor did, glowingly. He was fond of Rahab, and he honored Ham.
Europa rose from her chair, stepping down from the dais, moving serenely to a stand. She poured from a stone pitcher, bringing him a cup of wine. She toasted, and they sipped.
To his amazement, Beor found that Europa stood as tall as he did.
“You’re a massive man, Beor, perhaps the biggest of your clan.”
“Some say so, my lady.”
“And you’re brave and courteous and honor your grandparents.” She smiled for the first time. It brought lines to her face but made her more beautiful. “You have the bearing of a king. Like many of your line, you strike me as exceeding resourceful. I like you, Beor.”
“Thank you, my lady.”
“Thus, I must ask you to reconsider this marriage.”
His smile vanished. He appeared perplexed and groped for words.
“I suggest rather that you court Hera, a girl worthy of a king, more in keeping for a man like you. Or, if not her, then choose Freya.”
Beor bowed his head. “I appreciate your suggestion, my lady. Yet it was for Semiramis that I slew the great sloth and drove my sheep these hundred leagues.”
“Semiramis is very beautiful,” Europa murmured. “And she has ambition. But I do not foresee good for you if you marry her. It will be a trial for you.”
“You are wise, my lady, and—”
Europa held up her hand. “No flattery, Beor, please. For I see that my words effect you not at all. You yearn for that which burns.” She set aside her cup and resumed her place on the cedar chair. “What if I said no?”
Uncertain what to say, Beor swallowed, at last holding up his palms.
“Hmm, quiet strength even.” She seemed sad, resigned. “I am reluctant to say yes, yet I think it is unwise to tell the great sloth slayer no. True nobility lies in you, Beor, power that it is dangerous to thwart. So I will grant your request, providing Semiramis agrees.”
“Thank you, my lady.”
“We shall see,” Europa said. “For the end of a matter can never be seen at its beginning.”
When told of the matriarch’s decision, Tarshish assured Beor that his daughter would say yes, which proved true. Thus, Semiramis became Beor’s second wife. The first had died of sickness several years ago.
On his return home, Semiramis the Beautiful added to Beor’s luster. Beor, the strongest man on Earth, the greatest hunter and the wearer of the great sloth cap, now had the most beautiful wife. His father Canaan was proud and gained stature through Beor and a rise in clan leadership.
Neither of them, however, counted on Kush’s dour lust for dominance.
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Kush loathed the curse of Noah almost as much as he hated the sons of Japheth. He seethed at the idea of being anyone’s slave, let alone of the man who had ruined his wedding. He was certain the curse was directed at all Ham’s sons. That by singling out Canaan, Noah had meant from the youngest to the oldest will be cursed.
“You must wait,” Deborah cautioned. “You must hide your feelings.”
“I want to arm my brothers, march into Japheth’s camp and kill him as he stares at the clouds. My father’s right about one thing: Japheth and his clan are an airy band of dreamers and big talkers.”
“They’re also cunning,” Deborah said. “I suspect that’s Europa’s doing. She taught them to think like kings. That’s why Gomer led you to his hidden club and goaded you into a fight.”
Kush scowled and spat on the floor.
Deborah rose from the kitchen table and wiped the spittle from the wooden planks. “You’re muscled and headstrong and tireless in a fight, my lord. But to pay back Japheth for his insult, you need patience and guile.”
“Do you think I’m a fox or a weasel?” Kush banged his fist on the table.
“You are lion, my lord. But even lions must step carefully if they walk through high grass slithering with vipers.”
Kush regarded his wife, and he remembered his father had said that Deborah had guile, and that he should use her guile for the furtherance of the family. Kush knew he wasn’t as quick-witted as others were, that others laughed at jokes he didn’t understand. Still, anyone smarter than he was, like his Uncle Japheth or cousin Gomer, or even his sly brother Canaan…if they picked up clubs to fight, they would be the ones stretched out on the ground. Maybe others thought quicker, even deeper than he did—he scowled at the idea, hating it—yet there was one thing he did understand that some of the sharp ones never did. A wise man learned from those smarter than he was. So he told his wife, “Teach me guile. Teach me patience, and show me how to outwit the clever.”
As the years went by, Deborah noticed Ham’s red eyes and that he often slept too late or disappeared early into his house. She noted, too, how Ham’s household depleted wineskins and beer kegs faster than anyone else’s did—this was in the years when Ham first hid his drunkenness. So she urged Kush to help his father, to relieve him of certain onerous tasks, especially those that took hard work. Kush excelled at hard work, and he gained the nickname: Kush the Ox. Through his seemingly eternal labor and the incremental passage of time, the duties of elder were borne in him and matured. Deborah bore him many children, and by the time their children married and bore them grandchildren, Kush had replaced his drunken father as the chief decision-maker. Early on, Deborah had counseled him to get her opinion before making decisions, and that keeping his mouth shut where others pontificated gave Kush the appearance of wisdom and added to his dignity.
Then one day, after Deborah had sworn she was too used-up to bear any more children, she became pregnant again. This pregnancy wearied her more than the others. And in the fourth month of it, she worried about a choice Kush had to make. He worked hard in the fields, directing and helping clear an area of firs and underbrush. She feared because Canaan had gone with them, she believed, with the sole intention of urging Kush into a choice she didn’t approve of.
So she went outside with the idea of walking to the clearing. But merely going outside winded her. She wasn’t the young beauty of yore, which galled her. Men no longer paid her heed, other than Kush, her children and grandchildren, but not in the ways of old, not in the way that men did to pretty, young maidens.
Beside their log house stood an old oxcart, a simple platform of wood with two huge wooden wheels. Because she was in a hurry and oxen plodded so, she had two daughters hitch donkeys to the cart.
“Should I go with you, Mother?” asked one. “You look peaked today.”
Without answering, Deborah twisted a wide-brimmed hat onto her head, so the sun didn’t give her more wrinkles, and she settled onto the buckboard. The donkeys trotted out the settlement and onto a dirt track. She flicked the reins, wanting to get this chore over with now.
“Hurry, you lazy beasts,” she shouted.
They hurried. Then a wheel hit a rock, and the old oxcart, which had sat beside the log house for a reason, broke its axle. The oxcart skidded and tipped to the side, throwing a surprised Deborah. She saved herself by rolling, but one of the donkeys panicked. It kicked its back legs, and one of the hoofs clipped Deborah in the mouth.
She flipped back, moaning. And in shock, she felt her mouth. Her two front teeth… in a daze, she crawled near the oxcart, and she saw her two front teeth lying in the dirt.
She was bedridden for weeks. The loss of her two front teeth devastated her, and in her sorrow and self-pity, it made her bitter. Afterward, she only spoke with a hand in front of her mouth, or she spoke from behind a fan. She felt most comfortable, however, when she’d turned her back. She loathed the disfigurement. In time, she blamed Jehovah for letting it happen.
Some thought later that this bitterness was imparted to the baby in her womb. In any case, five months after the terrible accident, Deborah bore a chubby, strong baby boy.
Kush stood by the bed, silent and looking wise.
Still sweaty from labor, Deborah nestled the baby in her arms, with her mouth pointed at his little head and out of sight of her husband. “You shall call him Nimrod.”
Kush frowned. It was a husband’s right to give the name.
Deborah had aged these past five months, and, worse for everyone, she knew it. “Do you wish to know what the name means?”
Kush fingered his beard, which had already begun to turn white.
She looked up at him.
“Tell me,” he said.
She looked at the baby’s head. “His name means Rebel.”
“Why that?”
She brushed Nimrod’s head. “He shall break Noah’s hold on humanity.” She rocked him gently. “At an early age, this one must go with you to your shrine.”
Kush’s face remained impassive. At his wife’s insistence, three months ago, he had taken a grave step. She knew much about the Old World from Noah, but since her accident, she lusted to know more, to gain deep wisdom. The bene elohim… they had seen all that occurred in the Antediluvian Age. Thus, she had goaded Kush into gaining occult lore, into speaking with the dreaded dark powers, promising him that, through their secrets, he could gain his vengeance against the Japhethites.
She now rocked her baby, crooning to her little rebel.
Kush retreated from the bedroom, and he announced that he had chosen the boy child’s name: Nimrod, son of Kush.
As Nimrod grew, his mother told him tales and stories of yore, the ones she had learned in the crook of Noah’s arm as a child and later at Noah’s side. But the twist, the accent of the stories was different. He learned about Killer Cain who had refused to meekly accept second place. Lamech of that line had slain a man for wounding him, and that Lamech had taken to himself two wives. Ymir the Nephilim found his way into the stories, together with the exploits of Slayers and Tubal-Cain, the king of Nod.
At six, Nimrod became an avid hunter. He slung a rabbit for Deborah, begging her to put it in the cooking pot. Her praise sent him after other rabbits, crows, squirrels and foxes. If he saw it, and if he could creep close enough, Nimrod twirled the leather strings and let fly. At eight, his father gave him a bow and arrows with half-moon-blades. With the bow, he waded through ponds and the edges of lakes, bringing down ducks-on-thewing, geese and swans. He loved it when swans died! Everyone commented how beautiful they were, how graceful and elegant. Not when they were dead, they weren’t. With grimy fingers, he dragged the swans through the dirt and to the cooking pot.
Seeing this, Deborah urged Kush to accelerate the boy’s training. So Kush took Nimrod deep into the woods at night to sacrifice at the secret altar. It wasn’t as Noah’s altar, made of unmarked stones. Kush had cut each stone with a hammer and chisel, making them smooth. At his hidden alter, Kush had waxed in occult wisdom and had grown in the knowledge of the stars.
“We will not be slaves,” Kush said.
“Never,” eight-year-old Nimrod chirped.
“We will rule. We will dominate.” Eerily illuminated by the altar-fire, Kush seemed like the personification of determination. “You are a hunter, my son, a killer and a predator.”
“Yes, Father.”
“You must swear never to tell anyone about our secret offerings.”
“Why not?”
“Because the time is not yet ripe,” Kush said.
“When will it be?”
“When we reach Shinar.”
“Where?” Nimrod asked.
Kush shook his head. “Your mother and I agree that you aren’t yet ready to learn about that.”
At twelve, his parents gave him a javelin and he stalked deer, antelope and young auroch calves. At fourteen, Kush gave him a composite bow and trained him in the use of hounds. Soon thereafter, Nimrod dragged home a slain elk or the choicest cuts of a bull auroch. At fifteen, he noticed how people held Beor in awe. He questioned the big man, but found Beor reluctant to speak of it. Since that time, Nimrod swore to only hunt dangerous game and build a reputation like Beor. It was a vow about which his mother offered endless praise.
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At present, the Hamites lived in the Zagros Mountains, an upland hill country. Wheat, barley and flax grew in the cleared areas. Cattle, sheep and goats grazed on the slopes, while sturdy log cabins dotted the area, although the majority of the tribe lived in the log-walled settlement. Sheds stood past the creaking gate, while sheep milled in tiny, stone corrals. The extended families lived in long, rectangular houses with timber frames and wooden lattice walls coated with clay. Rows of posts supported the thatched roofs, and most had hearths.
Ham sat in the back of his house as he brushed his beard with gnarled fingers—a beard much too gray. It had been forty-five years since Noah had cursed Canaan, forty-five years since he’d left the mountains of Ararat. Ham shook his head. His face was leathery, wrinkled far too much for a man a little over one hundred and twenty-three.
Much had changed. He used to whittle oak and sandalwood. But ten years ago, he had stumbled onto a rare find in the depths of a valley forest. In a hidden nook, while chasing a stray goat, he came upon a mossy mound. The goat licked what looked like a buried tusk. Ham collared the creature and then kicked aside moss and dirt, finding more tusks. He got on his hands and knees and dug. Tusks. There were hundreds of them, along with elephant skeletons.
“It’s a graveyard of elephants,” he whispered.
He pondered the idea. The New World exploded with animals, but not like this. So… the Flood… had swept hundreds of ramping elephants and buried them here.
Ham drew out a tusk. In the Old World, they had carved ivory. He grinned, and he hefted the big tusk over his shoulder and untied the goat.
Ham had kept the site secret, returning from time to time for more ivory, and he became an expert ivory carver, producing, over time, beautiful figurines and game boxes. The present favorite was called “Hounds and Jackals.” Ivory pins with either jackal’s or dog’s heads raced by dice and in the little holes around a cedar outlined on an ivory game board.
In his back workroom, as he sat on his bench, he cradled a long tusk between his knees and, with an axe, chisel and hammer he cut away the outer rind. Once done, he squinted at it until a premonition filled him. He picked up a bow saw and cut off a forearm-length piece. He turned around on his bench and set the piece on the table where, on a cloth, were his ivory carving tools. He had a special tool called a float for paring the surface. Then he had hand chisels, fretsaws, and gauges for the actual carving itself.
He ran his hand over the chosen piece. This one was fine grained, with a creamy light color and a soft luster. As his old, leathery fingers with their raised calluses slid over the ivory, he imagined… Ymir. He nodded, with his eyes half-lidded. Yes, he could see Ymir while the giant clutched a long-handled axe. A feeling of giddiness came upon Ham. He longed to make the first scrape and begin this artistic endeavor.
Despite his years, Ham still had broad shoulders and most of his strength. He was slower than before, and he stumbled too much and found himself bruised too often, unable to remember how he had gained such bruises. Alas, it was but one of the products of too much drink.
Just then, the door to his workroom opened and Rahab shuffled within, like him older, grayer but with most of her teeth. She pulled a stool beside him and handed him a bowl of dried apricots that his boys had traded with some of Shem’s clan. She smiled, her features wrinkling, but looking pretty nonetheless in her red kerchief. Her eyes were still vivid brown, bright and sharp as the day he’d married her.
He chose the biggest apricot, popping it into his mouth, chewing noisily as he set aside his gauge and ivory.
“We must talk,” she said.
“Oh?”
She lowered her voice. “I believe a blood feud brews.”
“Then speak with Kush or Canaan. They’re the clan elders.”
“That’s the trouble,” she said, rubbing his arm. “You must stop a feud between them.”
“What feud?”
Rahab whispered a secret known by several women. It involved Beor’s wife Semiramis, the dark-haired, fair-skinned beauty with green eyes like gems. She had a way of walking and holding her head that compelled men to admire her beauty. Worse, Nimrod had been spotted meeting with her in the forest when Beor was gone.
“Nimrod? But he’s only nineteen.”
“And Semiramis is twenty-four and the most beautiful woman since Naamah. Yes, I know,” Rahab said. “Kush loves his youngest son and dotes on him more than he ever did his other children. And for some reason, Nimrod’s brothers aren’t jealous of him because of it. That one is strangely charmed.”
“Hmm,” Ham said. “Beor is Canaan’s favorite son.”
“Exactly. If Beor learns that Nimrod has slept with his wife—if Nimrod has—someone will surely die. We both know, however, that someone won’t be Beor.”
“We must expose this before a blood feud begins. Nimrod and Semiramis must be stoned to death. Otherwise—”
“No, no, no. Kush will never let Nimrod be stoned. And do you think Beor will let anyone harm Semiramis?”
Ham realized Rahab spoke the truth.
“You must talk sense into Nimrod.”
“Me?” Ham asked.
“You must bring Beor and him into friendship so Nimrod would never think about meeting Semiramis again.”
Ham snorted. Semiramis… she was a match for his memory of Naamah. “How do you expect me to do that?”
“You will join the scouting expedition.”
“I can’t do that. My hip—”
“Your hip is bad. Everyone knows that, which is why you’ll have to take your chariot.”
“The Scouts will be heading into the lowlands, into forested terrain. My chariot won’t be any good there.”
“Probably true,” Rahab said. “But you must insist on going and insist on taking your chariot. For a driver you’ll take Nimrod. The weeks you’re gone will give you a chance to know your grandsons better and perhaps heal a breach between them before it destroys the tribe. Too, it will give time for Semiramis to miss her husband and hopefully treat him better on his return.”
Ham squinted at his wife. Rahab didn’t really expect him to bring the grandsons together. What she wanted was time alone with Semiramis. He gazed longingly at the ivory piece, wondering when he’d get a chance to start the carving. He patted his wife’s hand. “Very well,” he said. “Since it’s you who asks, I’ll go.”
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Kush and Nimrod purified themselves at the secret fane. Kush handled a green-leafed oaken branch, waving it over a fire of green sticks, washing himself with smoke. He was grim, silent, deeply worried. He had taken an awful step. It made his stomach clench and set his teeth on edge. For weeks, he had considered it. The spirits… they imparted wisdom, and they spoke about influences, the stars and ways to clear the path for the grand design. He had finally committed himself, and his conscience howled that he was a fool, a dupe, a plaything for powers whose goals he couldn’t conceive.
He spoke now to Nimrod about driving for Ham on the coming expedition.
“You should have refused,” Kush said.
“Why?” asked Nimrod.
“Because it doesn’t make sense,” Kush said.
“Isn’t it an honor?”
“So Rahab would have you believe.”
“What does grandmother have to do with this?”
“Your mother is convinced this is Rahab’s doing. The Dark One knows it isn’t Ham’s way.” At eighty-five, Kush was powerful, big and strong, with a woolly, white beard that oddly matched his dour features.
“I’ll back out,” Nimrod said. “Tell them I’ve changed my mind.”
Kush shook his head, becoming even gloomier, if that was possible. His boy unsettled him, a quick lad, bright and tough, and not given to the same obedience as his other children. This one had sat too often alone with Deborah, drinking from her deep lore. Kush set down his branch, and in his silent, oxen-like stare, regarded Nimrod. “Take heed, my son, for you will stumble upon a dragon.”
“What? Where?” Nimrod asked.
“In a valley deep in the forest.”
“Did you have another vision?”
“Some of you will die. One of those must be Beor.”
Nimrod seemed astonished. “You’re telling me to murder my cousin? Father, what happens if Uncle Canaan finds you plotted his son’s death?”
“He must never know.”
Nimrod bowed his head in thought. “No. I cannot do as you ask.”
“You must. For Beor is like a bulwark. He honors Ham, and in any situation involving leadership, he will back the patriarch. Too many also heed Beor; too many find his strength, his character and his adherence to the old ways pervasive. Clearly, Beor follows the teachings of Noah. Beor has been swayed by those superstitions. Beor—”
“Superstitions?” Nimrod asked. “Are you saying the Flood never happened?”
Kush grew somber, staring at his son. “You sleep with Beor’s wife.”
“That’s a lie! Who told you that?”
“Your mother.”
“Then she’s a liar.”
Kush struck his son across the cheek.
Nimrod’s eyes blazed like a leopard’s might.
“Respect your parents, boy, your mother most of all.”
“But murder my cousins at your command?”
“By Bel!” hissed Kush, raising a fist. “I can still teach a whelp like you to obey.”
“Who is Bel?” Nimrod asked, undaunted. “Is he one of your inhuman masters?”
Kush glowered. Those he worshipped… inhuman… Nimrod had called them that before. His boy loved neither Jehovah nor the angels, but seemed to hate both. Strange. He wished Deborah had been given the task of convincing their son. He wasn’t good at arguments, but he knew his duty. So he controlled his passion, his desire to beat some respect into his boy, and he repeated lines spoken to him. “No one is asking you to murder. Murder is when you slay an unsuspecting friend for no good reason. But when the dragon slays a person… even if it does it for you, that isn’t murder.” 
“You think I’ll do your dirty work for you so I can have Beor’s wife, is that it?”
“Beor stands in the way of us going to Shinar.”
Nimrod’s astonishment grew. “I’ll lift no dagger against a cousin. I won’t stoop to assassination.”
Kush said nothing more. They had told him he wouldn’t have to.
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Later that week, and still troubled, Nimrod kicked three stones together, leaving them in a line. It was their signal. An hour before sunset, he hid outside the settlement, behind a man-sized clump of weeds. Hooded and cloaked in brown, Semiramis sauntered up the trail. Nimrod glanced both ways before following her down a hidden path. He was surprised and yanked to the stony ground by Semiramis, who smothered him with kisses and tore at his tunic.
They made love under the leaves. Later, he told her his father’s words.
“How does he know you’ll run into a dragon?” Semiramis was stunningly beautiful: dark hair, gem-like eyes and skin like milk.
More than once, he had almost told her about the fane and about sacrifices to loathsome spirits. They had never shown themselves to him, and he fiercely distrusted them.
They lay together; he perched on his elbow and staring down at her.
She took his fingers and kissed them. “Your father can’t know about a dragon.”
“Well, he claims he does.”
She studied him. “And?”
“And what?”
“Darling, I know your father told you more.”
One of the things he loved about Semiramis was that he didn’t have to explain to her. She was clever. He loathed dullards. He traced a finger across her belly, saying, “Beor is to have a fatal accident.”
Semiramis stared at him slack-jawed before sitting up. “Oh, don’t joke with me, beloved. Not about that.”
“It isn’t my wish, mind you. I’m told it’s for the good of the clan.”
She kissed him on the cheeks, eyelids, nose and lips. “Oh Nimrod, Nimrod, my prayers have been answered.” Then she frowned, studying him. “Why so dour, my love?”
He shrugged.
“Oh, Nimrod, please say you’re not turning queasy. You truly want me, don’t you?”
“Don’t I risk everything just meeting you here?”
“Ah, but that’s merely lust. The question is: Do you love me?”
He smiled. He had never said the words, much as she tried to get him to. He avoided it like a curse. Perhaps it would be.
“If you love me,” she said, “you must seize this opportunity. Slay Beor.”
Nimrod said nothing.
“You must do this for me,” she said, rolling onto him, pushing him onto the dirt. “You must free me from a cruel master. You must make me yours.”
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Days later, the Scouts and Ham in his clumsy, four-wheeled chariot left the village. They threaded into the first valley and up the next range of wooded hills. Ham pointed out a flock of black storks, beautiful creatures while airborne. Later, they descended into a valley filled with the frog-like calls of little bittern, small birds. It rained on and off, and Ham’s aches made him yearn to drink.
Beor led and Nimrod drove his huge cousin to distraction with belittling jokes. The others shot Nimrod warning glances. Nimrod was athletic and tough, but Beor was like a great sloth as compared to a panther.
In the third valley, Ham let loose. He drank far too much wine. He woke the next day sore and grumpy.
Willow, ash and elm trees towered around him, creating a leafy wall in every direction. Moldering leaves clung to the soil, and a sea of fungi and mushrooms added to the murk of the forest underworld. This valley lowland was unlike the cleared plateau where the tribe had settled. There, the fresh air invigorated. Buried in this fetid half-swamp, the air seemed lifeless, an almost sticky substance that probably hadn’t moved since arriving after the Flood.
Ham squinted past the branches, trying to fix the sun’s position. It seemed like it was somewhere in the middle of the morning. He uncorked a wineskin with his teeth and guzzled. The gluey clot that was his mind seemed to dissolve. Then the skin ran dry. Ham scowled, forcing out a few more drops. Finally, he struggled up and stumbled toward the sound of arguing.
In a small clearing around a campfire, nineteen-year-old Nimrod pitched a dead deer onto the ground near Beor’s feet. “Do want to hear my news or not?” he was saying.
Beor stroked his beard, studying Nimrod. “What news?” The other Scouts stood around them. They were bearded, dressed in leathers and bore knives, bows and javelins. The smallest of them had a ghastly scar across his forehead. 
“You’re the killer of the great sloth, right?” Nimrod asked.
Beor made no reply.
“Well, I just saw a beast that makes your great sloth look like a mouse. Now, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I think slaying this beast would make a legend out of us.”
“I say what we do or don’t kill,” Beor rumbled.
“Of course,” Nimrod said. “And I won’t call any man a coward who’s afraid to tackle it.”
“Who are you calling a coward?” forty-year-old Geba asked, a lean man with vulpine features.
“Have you ever seen a dragon?” Nimrod asked.
The Scouts blanched.
“You can’t kill a dragon,” Geba said, who pointed to his brother Eel, the small man with the terrible scar across his forehead. “A lion scratched him that beauty mark. Now consider that dragons eat lions as snacks.”
“Isn’t part of our task to protect the wagon train when it passes through here?” Nimrod asked.
Geba laughed. “If a dragon lives here, boy, we’ll reroute the wagon train to elsewhere.”
Nimrod scanned the rough-looking Scouts, at his cousins two to three times his age. “I don’t believe it. When I saw the dragon, I thought to myself: Now I know why people fear it. Then I smiled. Alone, Beor faced a great sloth, and we are the Scouts, the trackers of the tribe. Surely with Beor leading us, we will slay this dragon.”
“Who says you’re a Scout?” Geba asked. “You’re just here to drive grandfather.”
Nimrod, with his smooth, handsome good looks, lofted his eyebrows, looking from face to face. “Well, well, well. This is ironic. They say Jehovah put the fear of man into the beasts. What I didn’t count on was the fear of beasts in men.”
“Prudence isn’t fear,” Geba said, speaking in Beor’s direction.
“No, no, certainly not,” Nimrod said. “And that’s exactly what I’ll tell the maidens when they ask me what happened next.”
“Where is this dragon?” rumbled Beor.
“Don’t let a rash youth talk you into this madness,” Geba said. “Ignore him.”
“You mean you don’t even want to look at it?” Nimrod asked, innocently.
Beor stared at the flames. “I’ve never seen a dragon.” He grinned at the others. “And if this boy has, then by all that’s holy, so will I. So will all of us.”
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Eel and Ham moved through the forest, trying to catch up with the others. Eel moved carefully, soundlessly, placing his feet like a stalking leopard. Ham limped, snapping twigs and occasionally kicking stones.
“We want to surprise the dragon,” Eel whispered.
A sweaty Ham gripped his grandson’s shoulder. “I used to be able to tramp for hours, but not anymore.” He eased down onto a lichen-covered rock, beginning to sweat harder.
After a moment’s hesitation, Eel crouched beside him.
Ham took out a rag and mopped his face. 
Eel glanced at him sidelong, hesitating, finally asking, “Did you ever see a dragon in the Old World?”
“What? No, never did.”
Eel frowned thoughtfully. “What about on the Ark then?”
“What about it?”
“Wouldn’t you have had to take a dragon aboard for them to be here now?”
Ham poked his grandson in the ribs. “Good point. I suppose we would have.”
Eel scrunched his scarred forehead. “So that means—”
“—I’ve seen every animal there’s ever been. Yes.”
“So… how do you kill a dragon?”
Ham shook his head. “See, there was this wolf once who looked at his shadow as the sun was going down. This wolf had a long shadow, and thought to himself, Fancy a big fellow like me being afraid of a lion. Why, I must be thirty paces long. I’ll make myself king and rule all the animals. Then he came across a lion and refused to slink away. So the lion ate him. And the wolf wailed at the end, ‘Conceit has brought about my ruin.’”
Eel pondered that. “Are you’re saying that Beor and Nimrod are like the wolf?”
“Yes. Dragon hunting is conceit of the worst sort. I want no part of it.”
“Is there any possible way to kill them?”
“Time,” Ham said.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean you give it a wide berth and wait until it dies of old age.”
Eel snorted. “How else?”
“That’s it.”
“What about back then? Didn’t anyone have to kill a dragon?”
“I suppose.”
“Well?” Eel said after a moment.
Ham grinned. “Dragon hunters forged a bronze bow and fixed it to a gopher-wood plank. They called it a ballista. It took a man-sized crank to wind the string, and a six-foot bronze javelin was slotted into the groove. Dragon hunters wheeled the ballista to the location and baited a trap.”
“What kind of bait?”
“A sheep or cow.”
Eel nodded sagely.
“When the dragon came, they waited until it was almost on them. Only then did they fire. The shooters jumped into nearby chariots and fled like madman.”
“The dragon didn’t die easily? Is that what you’re saying?”
Ham’s grin turned nasty.
Eel studied his grandfather. “We have to tell Beor he’s in danger.”
“Hurry ahead if you’ve a mind to.”
“Don’t you care that your grandsons are going to die?”
“Sonny-boy, as soon as they see the dragon, they’re going to slip away as fast as they can. Maybe Nimrod has delusions, but I don’t think Beor is stupid. Then you and I are going to hoof it back to camp even faster than we’ve tramped out here.”
“You don’t know Beor,” Eel said after a moment. “Since Old Slow, he thinks he can hunt anything.”
“I know all about stubborn pride. But I never took Beor for an idiot. Believe me, they’ll run once they see the dragon, and that will be the end of this foolishness.”
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Rahab stood outside Beor’s door, hesitant, worried, wanting to get this over with and uncertain how to begin. Semiramis daunted her. The girl was simply too beautiful, and too… guileful, cunning, clever? Rahab wasn’t sure what to call it. For Semiramis was no halfwit, but the opposite, quick, sharp, insightful. It was too bad she used it for wicked ends. The gossip Rahab had overheard…
She frowned. Ham said not to listen to gossip. Gaea, had she been alive, would have said the same thing. Yet how else did one appraise the situation? Rahab sighed. She wasn’t wise like Gaea had been. She was still the little orphan girl, just with many, many years behind her, enough to fool her children and their children that she knew what she was doing. Following Jehovah, keeping their children on His path—Noah had forged the way, and it was their duty to remain on it. Too often, it felt as if the Hamites slipped further and further from Jehovah’s path, as if His ways had become onerous. There was a sickness among them, a rot in the clan soul, if such a thing existed.
Ham’s drinking didn’t help.
Yet there was only so much she could do. Her husband was strong but stubborn, hard to influence when he didn’t want to be. And he had become so self-absorbed lately with his ivory carving. It seemed that he retreated into it, fleeing his responsibilities as clan patriarch.
Rahab sighed, firmed her resolve and knocked on the door.
Semiramis, a tall girl, with a brush in her hands, opened the door. She wore a light tunic. What a figure this one had, and eyes that bored into you, lovely beyond words, like precious emeralds, green. Her long dark hair shone.
“Grandmother, this is a delightful surprise. Come in, come in.”
Rahab entered the house, furnished with well-crafted woodwork: benches, stands, a table and several chairs. A polished bronze mirror hung near an open window. Scattered around a stand under the mirror were various creams, ointments and copper bracelets, broaches and ivory combs.
They sat. Semiramis offered drink and dainties. They chatted. The whole while, Rahab wondered how to break into her reason for coming. Semiramis didn’t help, but seemed content to spin away the afternoon.
“I’m sorry,” Rahab said, interrupting Semiramis’s dialogue regarding the antics of a basketful of kittens.
Semiramis smiled, waiting.
“This is very painful, and I have no idea how to begin.”
“That sounds ominous,” Semiramis said.
Rahab nodded, wishing the girl would give her an opening. Surely, Semiramis knew why she was here.
“Are you and Beor getting along well?” There! She had said it.
“Of course,” Semiramis said.
Rahab bored ahead, willing herself not to tremble, telling herself this was for the good of the clan. “Beor seems agitated lately.”
Semiramis’s smile became even more innocent. “I haven’t noticed.”
“Others… Others have.”
“Really?”
“My dear, you must realize that we all watch out for one another. It’s difficult to hide discontentment.”
“Beor has become dissatisfied?”
“No,” Rahab said. “I think you have.”
Semiramis blinked, and the smile now seemed pained. “Go on.”
“This is hard for me to say—”
“Grandmother, you’re trembling,” Semiramis said, taking one of Rahab’s hands.
Rahab pulled her hand away, hiding it under the folds of her robe. “You haven’t lived among us long, my dear. But it seems clear to many of us that you aren’t happy with Beor.”
“Of course I’m happy. Beor is the greatest hunter alive.”
Rahab willed herself to stare Semiramis in the eyes. It was hard. Those brilliant green eyes, attached to such beauty and a keen mind… “You’ve been seen with Nimrod.”
The eyebrows arched.
“Not just once,” Rahab said, “but many times. Some people say—”
“Ah,” Semiramis said, sitting straighter. “I think I’m beginning to see. People are gossiping about me. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?”
Rahab shook her head. “Not just gossip.”
“No? Then tell me, has anyone seen me embrace Nimrod?”
Rahab dropped her gaze, unable to face Semiramis’s force.
“It seems not,” Semiramis said. “So this visit is predicated on rumor and innuendo. I’m surprised at you, Grandmother. You’ve always struck me as fair.”
Rahab looked up again. “You deny seeing Nimrod?”
“Of course I see him. I see many people.”
“But—”
A wolfish smile spread across Semiramis’s lips. “Let me make this easy for you. I love Beor. He is my husband. I could never think of embracing another man. If anyone else but you had said this, I would demand she leave my house at once. What I think has happened, Grandmother, is that those who hate me have spread false rumors. Now, I’ve heard how you were an orphan at Noah’s Keep. So I know you understand what it’s like being the outsider. That’s me. Worse, many men find me attractive. And because of that, some women hate me. It hurts to think that you’re one of those.”
“Oh, Semiramis,” Rahab said. “No, no, I don’t hate you.”
“Yet you think these dreadful things about me.”
Rahab frowned. “I have heard…” She raised her chin. “I’m sorry, Semiramis. I think I’ve spoken hastily. Will you forgive me?”
Sweetness returned to Semiramis’s smile. “Of course, I will, Grandmother Rahab. I just beg you not to think ill of me. With others, I can bear it. But from you…”
Rahab rose, and she hugged the tall beauty. And after a few more words she left, uncertain now what to believe.
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The massive creature, the dragon, swiveled its huge head from side to side, searching, seeking, its belly rumbling. It was bipedal, two-legged, with brown bumpy skin like a crocodile. Also like a crocodile, the dragon was cold-blooded and savage and a titan of monstrous bulk. In later ages, it would be called Tyrannosaurus Rex, tyrant lizard. Unlike its sire and dame, who had lived in the semitropical Antediluvian Era—and perished under the raging Deluge—this beast thrived in a comparatively cold and harsh world devoid of the larger prey its parents had formerly feasted on.
For eighty-five years, the dragon, a female, had scavenged on rotting carcasses or trapped, sick and crippled mammals. Its normal haunt was the plain of Shinar, alluvial grasslands lodged between the Two Rivers. Elephants, antelopes, zebras and wild asses formed its main diet. Unfortunately, the dragon was ill-suited to chasing down such swift mammals. Thus, she became a super-jackal or an ultra-hyena, feeding on what others slew.
Eighty-five years ago, she had been the first predator on the mud-ball world. She had been first in the New World to scamper down the Ark’s ramp. Back then, she had been smaller than a man, frisky and playful, with a green stripe running down her back and to the tip of her long and balancing tail. Like the other predators, she had subsisted on jelly-like corpses from the Antediluvian World, worms, insects and rodents. Over time, she hunted bigger animals. In many ways similar to the reptilian crocodiles, she had matured across the years and, just like a crocodile, would continue to grow for as long as she lived. At eighty-five, she was a full-fledged monster, one that forever after would linger in the legends of the Chinese and English, and in Babylonian and Egyptian myths. No beast that walked on land could challenge her and win. She was as tall as a tree, with eyeballs the size of grapefruit and sixty bone-crushing, conical teeth, some of which were nine inches long. From her rigid tail to the tip of her nose, she was 40 feet, a nine-ton dragon capable of devouring 500 pounds of meat at a bite! Yet, for all that, she was skeletal and starving, her eyes cloudy and diseased, and her roar more often anguished than prideful.
The New World hadn’t been easy on her kind. She was a theropod dinosaur, and unlike snakes that were genetically determined male or female at conception, she was heat-sexed like turtles and crocodiles. Heat-sexed meant that male or female would develop as such in the eggs, determined by the temperature during incubation rather than any pre-selection or genetic programming. In the early years after the Flood, before the original male had died from an exploding volcano and been buried under lava, she had laid many clutches of eggs. In the Old World, the semitropical Antediluvian Era, the top layer of eggs would have developed into males, the middle layers a 50-50 ratio of sexes, and the bottom layer into females. Worldwide, volcanism had poured fine ash into the atmosphere, keeping much sunlight and warmth from reaching the planet. The cooler weather had put a premium on warm-blooded birds and animals, which could maintain an even internal temperature, and had similarly hurt the cold-blooded beasts. But more importantly, the cooler New World had insured that the dragon’s eggs had all hatched as males, never as females.
It had been many years now since she’d seen one of her offspring and over fifty since she’d laid her last clutch of eggs. A clutch she’d seen unburied and devoured by men! Unlike the other species which had exploded into profusion, her kind dwindled from the first few hatchlings. When she died, there would be no more new Tyrannosaurus Rexes. Their breed of dragon headed for extinction.
Now, however, that was the least of her problems. She loathed the forest because here, prey was small and darting, easily evading her slow rush. And although she could snap most of the trees by crashing against them, it hurt her bruised and half-diseased skin.
Never built for speed, never having needed it in the Old World, the dragon, with its slow and stately stride of fifteen feet at a step, could run at twice the speed of a sprinting man for short spurts. To catch mammoths, antelopes and zebras with such bursts had never proved enough, but as a scavenger, there wasn’t an animal alive or any pack of them that could keep her from a carcass. Her mouthful of teeth, brute size and savage disposition insured her of that singular ability. It was as a scavenger she had survived.
She sniffed the air, her huge and much too snotty nostrils twitching, and from her entire lumpy-skinned body came an involuntary shudder. She coughed, stepped left, and the ground shook at her nine-ton tread. Leaves from a nearby ash rustled, and a squirrel chittered angrily, staring from the safety of his tree-hole at the monster invading the peaceful glade.
Three weeks ago, a grass fire, a horizon-to-horizon blaze ignited by a lightning storm, had driven her eastward. She’d hunted near the edge of the alluvial plains, having followed a herd of elephants. The fire drove her, the crackling roar frightening a beast that seldom knew fear. For hours she ran, the fire catching her and scorching her skin and burning the bottoms of her feet. Pain had consumed her, and she’d lurched up a mountain path that in other times she would have turned from. As the fire raged, she stepped purposefully, her lungs heaving hot air and ashes on her tongue. Over rocks and volcanic shale that cut her legs and badly gashed her feet, she escaped the terrible fire and plunged into a valley lowland. Through reeds, with the constant sucking sound of mud, she’d lurched deeper into the swamp, wading, struggling, her strength sapped by the fight. Then she came upon a floundering, long-horned bull. With two swift bites, she devoured the choice morsel. Thus strengthened, her thirst slaked in a pool of brackish water, she entered an area of cypress trees and hanging moss. She left the swamp and trod through a forest of elms, ash and willow trees, until she neared her fateful destiny.
Smoke damage gave her an odd cough and worsened the disease that clouded her eyes. Since devouring the bull, she hadn’t eaten, and before the grass fire, she had been starving. Despite her thick, crocodile-leathery skin, her ribs showed, giving her an evil, skeletal look. She moved sluggishly, and there was a scent upon the listless wind, an odd odor that strangely stirred her with fear.
Fear… It was an unaccustomed feeling. She swiveled her head yet again, peering with her cloudy eyes, grunting because each cough hurt her chest. That odor… she shuddered as a strange sensation filled her, something oily and evil. Strange thoughts tumbled through her pea-sized brain, vicious, hungry, demanding thoughts.
Her cloudy eyes narrowed. She recalled from long ago the man digging up her clutch of eggs and devouring them, smashing them. Hate seized her. The man had smashed eggs. He’d destroyed the nest. She had to protect her eggs. She had to kill men. The thoughts beat in her dragon brain like a drum.
Protect the eggs!
Stop the men!
Kill!
She opened her cavernous jaws with its sixty teeth, some of them over nine inches in length, and roared.
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Nimrod, Beor and Geba crouched behind a willow tree on the other side of the glade at the roaring, snot-dripping dragon. They stared in shock, dread and consternation.
“Jehovah in heaven save us,” Beor whispered in prayer.
Rosh slithered from behind a nearby tree, working through tall grass. “It knows we’re here,” he hissed.
The monster leaned forward and sniffed the ground, mucus plopping onto leaves.
A terrible feeling overcame Nimrod. It was one he felt whenever his father called on the spirits. It was a cold feeling of evil intelligences.
“It’s possessed,” Nimrod whispered in shock.
“What?” Beor asked.
Sweat slicked Geba’s narrow face. Trembling, he notched an arrow.
The dragon’s orbs glittered, and the jaws swung open to reveal sixty gleaming teeth, rows upon rows of teeth. It waved pathetically small arms, and yet the arms were bigger and longer than Beor’s. The dragon roared, and it took a huge fifteen-foot stride.
“Run!” Rosh shouted, jumping up from the weeds.
Boom, boom, boom! The ground shook as the dragon strode toward them.
Beor shouted for Jehovah’s aid as he gripped his pike two-handed.
Geba sobbed and seemed frozen to his spot.
Nimrod forced his shaking hand to notch an arrow. He couldn’t. Through the soles of his feet and through his back that rested against the willow tree he felt the dragon’s tread. Each step seemed to take forever to fall. Boom. Sweat trickled under his collar as he tried to refocus his vision. Boom. He stared at his hand, his strong dark hand that had slain rabbits, crows, squirrels, swans, deer, elk, aurochs, water buffalo, wolves and a leopard. Boom. Nimrod tried to turn his head to look at Beor, wondering what the slayer of the great sloth did now. Boom. A hideously scorched brown foot, with three clawed toes as well as a dewclaw higher up that seemed like a kick-spur, appeared parallel with the willow tree. With his neck muscles creaking, Nimrod looked up, way up. A body too huge to be real swung from behind the tree and then the second leg swung forward for an incredible fifteen feet.
Rosh threw up his arms and screamed louder than any girl Nimrod had ever heard.
Rosh’s two brothers—the Twins—insanely, it seemed to Nimrod, surreally, as if in a dream, they stepped from behind their tree as Rosh dashed past. Both twins released their bowstrings—it was a brave sight. Slivers of wood sped at the dragon.
Boom.
The dragon was fifteen feet closer to Rosh. One arrow caromed off the beast’s lumpy hide. The other arrow, even though the dragon was a vast target, flashed passed it.
Boom.
Garbled words roared in Nimrod’s ears as he sat frozen beside his tree. Vaguely he was aware that Beor shouted at him or at Geba.
Boom.
The dragon loomed over Nimrod’s screaming cousin, the one with his hands high in the air. The dragon tipped her head from twenty feet up, bringing it down as the cavernous jaws opened wide. Boom. The jaws closed. Rosh disappeared in the dragon’s mouth.
“Nimrod!” Beor roared, shouting in his ear. “Get up, man! Get up!”
Boom. Crash, crash, crash! Trees snapped and splintered as the huge beast swiveled and turned toward him.
Nimrod felt strong hands yank him from his resting spot.
“Can you hear me, boy?”
“Leave him,” Geba said as if from far away, from another world. “He’s in shock. He’ll only slow us down.”
“Like Hell I’ll leave him!” Beor roared.
Boom.
Nimrod lost sight of the dragon, although he saw Rosh’s two brothers releasing another flight of arrows. Then all he was aware of was huffing, puffing and feet pounding the forest floor. They were his own feet, he vaguely realized. Behind him, there came another Boom.
“This way,” Beor roared, who dragged him along.
Forced pell-mell by a power he couldn’t understand, Nimrod was suddenly dashed against a branch that the other two had ducked. He fell back, with stars in his eyes as his forehead throbbed with hurt.
“Nimrod!”
“Will you leave him?”
“And tell his father Kush that I did? Not I.”
The name “Kush” cleared Nimrod’s thoughts. He blinked, staring up at Beor in his ridiculous great sloth-cap and at Geba with his drooping mustache that failed to hide his cousin’s foxy slyness.
“Take my hand,” Beor said.
Nimrod saw the thick fingers. He reached out and felt himself yanked upright. “Where’s the dragon?”
Through the forest a man screamed shrilly, the sound abruptly cut off.
“He’s over there eating our cousins,” Geba said.
“Never mind recriminations,” Beor snarled. “Run.” And he did, like a bull, powerful, without grace but with determination. Geba and Nimrod followed. Each could have outpaced Beor. Each, however, stayed close on his heels, as if afraid to leave the protective circle of Beor’s courage.
“I’m sorry,” Nimrod sobbed minutes later, as guilt overwhelmed him.
Geba said, “Tell that to Rosh and the twins.”
Boom.
Terror crawled up Nimrod’s spine. “It’s following us.”
“Yes,” Beor said, much too calmly, his huge arms swinging in rhythm to his blundering charge.
Behind them sounded the splintering of trees, the nine-ton tread and a bellow of purified fury.
For several heartbeats, they ran, with the play of sunlight peeking down through the forest leaves and then the accompanying shadows making everything seem like a blur. Labored breathing was harsh in their ears, as well as the pounding of feet.
“We should split up and meet back at camp,” Beor panted. “That way some of us will live to warn the tribe.”
“I’m staying with you,” Geba said.
“Nimrod?” Beor asked.
Nimrod knew he lived because Beor had dragged him along. He also knew that unless Beor died, he’d never have Semiramis for his own.
“I’m not sure, Beor.”
“Think of the tribe,” Beor said. “At least one of us must survive to tell the tale.”
It felt to Nimrod as if his life, his soul was being squeezed out of him. He struggled with concepts he didn’t have time to ponder. Then it came to him, what he was going to say. He groaned silently, fighting it, shaking his head. He clenched his teeth, telling himself he wouldn’t say it, he didn’t dare.
“Yes,” he said. “The news must get back to the tribe.”
Within he howled, or a part of him did. The other half throttled such weakness, seeing it for the sentimentalism it was. Heroes had to make the hard choices. It’s why they were heroes and not ordinary weaklings.
“Good luck,” Nimrod said.
“Go with Jehovah,” Beor said.
Geba’s face was pinched, almost suspicious seeming. He remained silent.
Nimrod peeled away and ran harder than he’d ever run before. He wasn’t like Beor, built only for strength. He was lithe and athletic, and he moved, he fairly flew through the forest, dodging trees and leaping fallen logs. A glorious power filled him. He exulted in his speed, in the way trees flashed by. And a new hardness filled him, and with the hardness came the realization that he needed every edge today he could find. So under his breath, he prayed to his father’s spirits. He’d use them as they tried to use him, and he vowed to himself to free mankind from unseen spirits of any kind. Soon, the incredible happened. He left behind the wretched sound of the dragon’s tread.
Later, he gasped, and sweat poured from his face and soaked his clothes. He burst into the clearing where his grandfather sat on a rock and twisted little Eel crouched low beside him.
As Ham rose, an exhausted Nimrod staggered into his arms.
“What happened?” Ham asked. “Where are the others?”
Nimrod had to work his lips twice before he whispered, “We found the dragon.”
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Rahab had become uneasy ever since her talk with Semiramis. She didn’t know why the atmosphere seemed so charged, as if a storm of awful intensity, with hail and lightning and therefore blazing forest fires, was building, ready to fall upon the clan.
A few clouds floated in the sky. The men worked the fields. Women in their yards scraped hides. Children screamed and raced around the dirt lanes, a few falling and skinning their knees. Dogs barked and chased cats. Goose girls herded honking, waddling geese. An impatient ram bleated from his pen.
Outside the settlement, it seemed as ordinary.
Rahab scanned the forest in the distance, the one surrounding their cleared fields. There couldn’t be any charioteers ready to spring to the assault. No Red Blades existed anymore. Ymir and his Slayers would never walk the Earth again.
Why, then, did it feel like the old days, as if an invasion was imminent?
Troubled, unable to shake the feeling, Rahab went inside to the hearth. She kneaded dough, swept the floorboards and counted the number of remaining candles. The awful feeling remained.
“I’m a fool,” she whispered.
She worked to her knees, her joints not what they used to be. Then she put her folded hands and her head onto the rocking chair.
“Dear Jehovah in Heaven,” she began, unburdening her heart to the One who knew all, asking Him for aid and for help in this time of trouble. She ended with a plea to look after Ham, and to see that nothing happened to Beor, Nimrod and the others.
“O Jehovah of Noah, please help them make wise decisions. Help them return to us safely, I beg thee.”
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Ham told the boy it wasn’t his fault. 
“What about you, Grandfather?” Eel asked. “You knew dragons are murder.”
Ham had no rebuttal for that. Dejected, walking the hitched donkeys in order to save their stamina, he maneuvered the solid-wheeled chariot out of the tree line.
Bees floated everywhere, buzzing to a thousand flowers. An eagle wheeled high overhead. The weather was on the verge of warm, and Ham led them upslope through waist-high grasses. He had no plan. He didn’t know what to do other than get away.
Nimrod woke from his dull stare. He cocked his head.
“What?” Ham asked.
“That way,” Nimrod said, pointing upslope to a clump of lichen-covered boulders. “Hurry.”
They waded through the grasses, bees zooming away from them.
“It’s evil,” Nimrod said, his eyes bright. “It… It’s possessed.”
Ham scowled.
Nimrod ran a sleeve over his sweaty face. “I know what I’m talking about. I saw it. Right before it attacked, its eyes… It was like sunlight glittering off bronze.”
“You said it was feverish,” Ham said. “That sometimes makes an animal’s eyes look—”
“—It is possessed!” Nimrod shouted.
Ham halted, forcing the donkeys to stop.
Nimrod fidgeted. He seemed burdened, guilty, as if he wanted to talk.
“It ate my grandsons, an evil act.” Ham glanced at Eel, who stonily eyed the ground. “Some think that’s my fault. Why do you think spirits haunt it?”
Nimrod looked up, his face filled with anguish, with glistening eyes. He opened his mouth—
“Look!” shouted Eel. “Look at that!”
Ham followed the pointing finger. Two men staggered out of the tree line. One of them was so huge he had to be Beor. The other was obviously Geba.
“What in the name of… What’s that?” Ham asked.
It seemed as if part of the forest moved. An entire section of it shifted, as if several trees had decided to uproot and take a walk. Then a bipedal monster limped out of the tree line after the two. Snot drooled from the impossibly huge nose, while the limp was pronounced.
“The dragon,” whispered Nimrod.
Ham had never seen a dragon like that. It dwarfed those of old. It took incredible strides, as fast as Beor and Geba ran. “They’re not going to make it,” he said.
The transformation in Nimrod was electric. “Eel,” he shouted, “follow me! Grandfather, don’t let the donkeys flee.”
The dragon, the monstrosity of flesh and bone and leathery hide, bellowed, but the cry was hoarse, as if the monster was bone-weary, exhausted. Its limp was worse than Ham’s. He noticed a spear stuck in the hip. That had to be Beor’s, and sticking it there had surely been a hero’s feat.
Nimrod shouted, pumping his legs. Eel struggled to keep up. Beor dragged Geba uphill, even as the bees continued to work the flowers. The limping dragon closed on the two doomed men, crushing grass, leaving huge footprints.
“Almighty Jehovah,” Ham said, “I don’t deserve Your help. But I’m asking for it. Please, Jehovah, give my grandsons strength. Don’t let the dragon kill them.” Ham licked his lips. Could he bargain with the Creator? “I’ll try and stop drinking, too.”
The dragon didn’t seem to move fast—it was so huge that any movement seemed deceptive—but suddenly the monster was almost on top of the two fleeing men.
Nimrod sprinted ahead of Eel. Small Eel, he with the lion scar on his forehead, knelt on one knee, almost hidden in the grass, as he strung his bow.
Nimrod charged the monster that made him seem like a mouse. Nimrod fairly flew down the hill, and he passed a white-faced Beor and Geba. He charged head-down, a spear clutched with two hands.
Drool dripped from the dragon’s jaws.
With grace, with smooth beauty, Nimrod grasped the spear in a classic javelin-casting hold. As he ran, he heaved. The heavy spear flew in a perfect arc. It hit the monster’s throat, sticking fast.
Impossibly, the dragon stumbled, although it righted itself. Then the dragon tilted its bulky torso. The jaws opened like a trap.
But Nimrod wasn’t Rosh. Vast teeth hovered over him. Fear coursed through him like a current. His limbs tingled and a strange ecstasy filled him. Reeking dragon breath gagged him. He wanted to bellow, shout and rage. Instead, he darted from those saliva-dripping teeth. They snapped together with a CLICK! Nimrod snarled with glee and sprinted between the dragon’s legs. He reached out his arm and touched the scaly hide, and he dodged the tail, realizing a swipe of it could crush his bones.
The dragon rose, roaring in bafflement. The swiftly running youth raced downhill. The beast grunted, and it seemed as if large, unwieldy gears clattered and clanked in its tiny brain.
Protect Eggs!
Stop the men!
Kill!
The dragon resumed its march uphill.
Nimrod changed direction, following the beast.
Beor said something to a sobbing Geba. In the thunder of the dragon’s tread, maybe neither of them heard the words. But Beor and Geba turned. They couldn’t outrun the monster. That was obvious. Shaking, trembling, Geba took the bow from his shoulders and put an arrow to the string. The arrow slipped free. Beor jerked out his flint-studded club and charged the beast.
Geba picked up his fallen arrow. It flew true, but bounced off dragon-hide.
“Aim at its eyes!” Ham shouted.
Beor swung his club, but his timing was off. The dragon, which appeared not to notice him, was in the process of taking another of those monster strides. The leg connected with Beor, sending him thirty feet back the way he’d come, to roll and tumble through flowers and grass.
Despite his painful hip, Ham vaulted into the chariot and shook the reins. He didn’t know if he could make the donkeys obey, but he could try.
As the dragon tilted for Geba, who cried out and leaped to his feet, Ham turned the chariot downhill. The donkeys brayed at him as if he were insane. “Go! Hiya!” Ham screamed, shaking the reins. The little beasts peered at him with their giant-sized eyes. Then they bent their heads and dashed for the fallen hunter in that breakneck way that only donkeys can.
The dragon rose, with Geba’s kicking legs sticking out of its lips. The monster gulped and the legs slid out of view.
Nimrod and Ham reached Beor simultaneously. Beor shivered on the ground, white-faced and sweating. Out of his right thigh stuck a jagged, bloody bone.
The dragon, its teeth gory and red-blooded with devoured Geba, twisted its head about.
“Go,” Nimrod shouted, as he dragged Beor into the chariot. “Go, go, go!”
Ham lashed the donkeys as the dragon lurched toward them. The donkeys brayed in terror and they dug their hooves into the soil. They fled the wicked beast, their stubby legs a-blur.
The solid wheels struck rocks and uneven ground and the cart threatened to break apart as it bounced. Each jerk and lifting of the wheels caused wretched moans from Beor. He hung on and Nimrod hung onto him. Ham drove with all the cunning accumulated over one hundred years. His cousin Laban would have been proud. They pulled away from the dragon, the frightened asses, for the moment, winning the race.
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They sat around a dark campfire. The dragon, with its exhausted limp, had followed them up the mountain pass but had fallen behind. Somewhere in the darkness, it was out there: prowling, hunting for them, hungry for their blood.
“It isn’t natural that it follows,” Ham said.
Nimrod spoke no more about possession. Since his amazing exploit, he had turned quiet and reflective.
Beor shivered under a blanket, sweaty, drinking lots of water. Ham had set his bone, but the big man had become feverish.
“I agree with you, Grandfather,” Eel said. “The beast isn’t acting naturally.”
“Which means it is acting unnaturally,” Ham said, “or supernaturally.” He glanced at Nimrod.
In the darkness, the handsome youth tested his arrows, saying nothing.
“Will it follow us all the way to the settlement?” Eel asked.
“I don’t see how,” Ham said. “And yet—what did you mean before when you said it was possessed?” he asked Nimrod.
Nimrod shrugged.
“That’s no answer,” Ham said.
The youth put his arrows away. “I told you what I know.”
“Have you?” Ham asked. “Everything?”
Nimrod’s blink seemed slow and snake-like. “What else could I know?”
“We don’t dare lead it back to the settlement,” Eel said. “One of us will have to stay behind and trick it.”
“Two of us,” Nimrod said.
“I’ll do it,” Ham said. “I know more about animals than anyone. You and Eel take Beor home.”
“No,” Nimrod said. “You have a bad hip. You can’t outrun the dragon. So you must take Beor home.” He peered at the stars, and it seemed he would say more.
But what more was there to say? Ham reluctantly agreed with Nimrod’s logic and set out that night. He reached the settlement a half week later and told them what had happened and what might possibly happen.
That’s when pandemonium broke out.
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Kush and Deborah prayed at a midnight altar. They sacrificed pigs and goats and pleaded for direction. The stars glittered in the darkness, bright motes in the blackness. Trees swayed and owls hooted. Kush’s knife rose yet again, and more pig’s blood ran. Soon, pork-scented smoke billowed.
“Why won’t they answer?” Kush growled. “They must heed us.”
“Perhaps we have displeased them,” Deborah said.
“No. I followed their directions.”
“And yet, Beor still lives,” Deborah said.
Kush wiped his blade, sheathing it. His haunted eyes took in the slaughter. Had he been deceived? “Why won’t they at least give me the ingredients for brimstone?”
“They have.”
“I mean the exact measurements to make it.”
Deborah removed her calf-hide apron, one smeared with fresh blood. “Something hinders our prayers.”
“Or Nimrod is right, and they play their own hidden games.”
“No, Kush. The fallen ones aid us because Jehovah has cursed us both. The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”
“Maybe we’ve taken the wrong path,” Kush said. “Maybe instead of kicking against the curse, we could plead with and cajole Noah to revoke it.”
“You know he said otherwise. Noah said he spoke for Jehovah. Unless you are satisfied to be a slave of Japheth and his sons—”
“No!”
“Then we must prepare to meet the dragon,” Deborah said. “To defeat it.”
Kush turned haunted eyes on his wife. He had never meant to unleash such a terror on them. The dragon was supposed to kill Beor, thereby smoothing his path to power over the tribe. “How can you be so calm? It’s your son out there facing the dragon. The beast that surely comes to destroy us.”
“To destroy those who hinder the road to Shinar,” Deborah said.
Was that true? Kush wondered. Why then had the dragon devoured so many of Put’s sons? That weakened them for the day they fought Japheth and his clan.
“We must sacrifice more goats,” Deborah said. “Slaughter more pigs until the aroma awakens them to our plight.”
“No,” Kush said. “No more sacrifices. Instead, you must bend your guile to unlocking the secret of brimstone.”
“But the fallen ones aren’t answering us.”
“My father knows the secret. Think. Tell me how I may trick my father into telling us.”
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Ham limped out of the palisade and relieved a twelve-year-old great-grandson of his wooden spade. All around the palisade, in the flickering torchlight, hundreds of men and boys picked and shoveled the stony soil into waiting wheelbarrows, which other boys drove back into the settlement. Under the direction of Anom, the son of Menes, they dumped the dirt against the inner log wall.
As he worked, Ham recalled the day he had seen the demon enter Ymir and come out again to fight the angel. Did evil spirits enter beasts? He had heard a story once in Antediluvian times of spirits entering hogs, making them act insanely, to plunge to their deaths over a cliff and into a lake.
The sound of picks striking stones, of shovels pitching gravelly soil and the clacking wooden wheels of barrows filled the night air. Women with water jugs and words of encouragement went among the sweaty workers. It was their second sleepless night of digging.
“Water, Grandfather?”
Sweat left runnels on his chalky skin and his mouth was parched. He accepted a ladle from Semiramis, noting her dark curls and her intoxicating smile.
“More?” she asked, as he slurped the wooden ladle dry.
He nodded.
“You’re working harder than the young men, Grandfather.”
He grinned, taking his time now as he sipped. How smooth her skin seemed. “May I ask you a question?” she said. “A serious question?”
“Of course.”
“Do you think the others are still alive?”
“Eel and Nimrod?”
She took the wooden ladle and plunked it back into the jug.
“I should think so,” he said.
Her fingertips brushed his forearm as she stepped closer, her perfume strong, her face anxiety-ridden. “Did Nimrod really charge a dragon?”
He watched the way her lips formed words. Beautiful.
“Grandfather?”
He shook his head, forcing himself awake, alert. “It happened as I’ve said.”
“Nimrod charged the dragon?” she asked. “To save Beor…and Geba?”
“Yes.”
She gripped his forearm with surprising strength, searching his eyes.
“Could he have been killed?”
“Anyone near the dragon risks death. It’s a monster, Semiramis.”
“Then why did he do it?”
“He was a hero.”
Her frown deepened, as if he spoke gibberish.
“You would have been proud of him,” Ham said.
Her head swayed back. “Me? Why me particularly? Why would I have been proud of Nimrod?”
Ham realized his mistake, and he wondered what Rahab had said to Semiramis concerning adultery.
A few voice emerged from the din of noise. “Father, there you are. We’ve been looking all over for you.”
Urbane Canaan was as unlike his son Beor as anyone could be. Smiling—he was always smiling, even now when disaster threatened the settlement. He hugged Semiramis. “Lucky for us, Beor survived his ordeal. Lucky for you.”
“Yes, Father,” she said. To Ham: “Do you think Eel or Nimrod will slay the dragon?”
“No,” Canaan said. “They merely delay it. We must slay it. Father, we’re holding a meeting. We’d like your advice.”
“I’ve told you all I know,” Ham said. “So I’ll keep digging. I’ll encourage the others by it.”
“That’s very noble,” Canaan said. “But Kush has a new idea, and we need your opinion.”
Ham raised his eyebrows. It had been a long time since either Canaan or Kush had wanted his advice. He jammed the shovel into the dirt. Then he said goodbye to Semiramis as he let Canaan help him out of the trench.
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The elders and Ham met in Kush’s log house, beside the hearth. On a table lay bread and a flagon of wine. Tapestries hung on the walls, while hawk-eyed Put, a lean, angular man, stared at the fire. Geba, Rosh and the Twins had been his sons.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Kush asked.
They discussed the Rainbow Promise, the one Jehovah had given them the day they came out of the Ark and Noah had sacrificed to Him. Jehovah had said that animals would fear men.
“Was the dragon exempted from the promise?” Menes asked. He was the tallest of Ham’s sons and slender, with regular features, a long, straight nose and magnificent eyes.
“Of course not,” Ham said.
“Does the promise still hold true, then?” Menes asked.
“Do you doubt the word of Jehovah?” Ham asked.
“Doubt?” rumbled Kush. “I don’t think it’s a matter of doubt. Look at what the dragon did.”
Put turned from the flames, his eyes smoldering.
“The promise regarding the dragon turned out to be useless,” Kush said.
“It was worse than that,” Canaan said. “The Rainbow Promise dulled us into complacency.”
These kinds of discussions gave Ham a headache. How could his sons imagine Jehovah was a liar? But then they had never been on the Ark. They hadn’t seen an angel. They hadn’t seen Noah cowing down giants.
“The question, however, is moot,” Canaan said. “The dragon, according to father, is coming. So we must figure out how to kill it. Kush.”
Kush clasped his hands behind his back. With his white beard and dour features, he seemed more like a patriarch than Ham ever had. “We’ve decided to use one of your suggestions, Father.”
“Mine?” Ham asked.
Kush turned brooding eyes on Canaan.
“About naphtha, bitumen and pitch,” Canaan said. “Kush has the ingredients. They’re stored in buried jars. What he lacks is the exact measurements, the proportions to make brimstone.”
Brimstone? Ham had never told his sons about brimstone. Years ago Japheth, Shem and he had decided that certain knowledge was better left on the other side of the Flood. Armies, especially besieging ones, had often built catapults and flung brimstone over the walls. The inflammatory missiles blazed as if stolen out of Sheol. Buildings burst into fire, so did people. No. Better, the three of them had agreed, to leave such horrible knowledge in the Antediluvian Era.
In the ensuing silence, his four sons watched him. Did they hold their breath?
“Father?” Canaan asked.
“When did I tell you about brimstone?” Ham asked.
Kush glanced sharply at Canaan.
Canaan cleared his throat, smiling, brushing his hands across his pants. “Don’t you remember that time you banged your head on a rock?”
“What rock?” Ham asked.
“You were…” Canaan’s smile widened. “You drank a lot that night. Then you went out hunting, even after we begged you not to. Just as we’d feared, you slipped and banged your head, and I found you in the morning. You raved, I’m afraid. You spoke about naphtha and bitumen, among other things.”
Ham rubbed his forehead, at the knot that had never gone completely away.
“You said it was a deadly weapon,” Kush said.
“Very deadly,” agreed Canaan. “You told us to keep it a secret.”
Ham stared at his feet. He couldn’t remember, and yet he couldn’t believe he’d tell his sons about brimstone even if he’d been drunk to the depths of his being. But if he hadn’t told them… Japheth and Shem never would have. Certainly none of their wives or Noah had. Who else could? Who else in the New World had been in the Antediluvian Era?
“Forget about brimstone,” Ham said.
Kush took a deep breath.
Canaan strode to Put, putting a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “How can we forget, Father? We must slay the dragon before it slays us, slays more of our children.”
“You don’t need brimstone for that,” Ham said.
“But we do,” Canaan said. “We need everything we can get our hands on.”
“Especially if the Rainbow Promise is worthless,” Kush said.
“But the trench,” Ham said. “The trench and the—”
“Do you want more of your grandsons to die?” Canaan asked. “Would you rather believe a failed promise than help your own flesh and blood?”
Ham wouldn’t look at them. Had Jehovah truly failed them?
“We can’t afford more deaths,” Put said, his eyes shiny.
Ham dearly loved Put, in some ways the best of his sons. The words came reluctantly. “Very well, but I alone will mix it. Agreed?”
“Yes,” Canaan said. “Agreed.”
 





 
17.
 
Ham slept fitfully, unable to get the idea of him talking about brimstone out of his mind. He drank too much. At least his wife said so. And sometimes he had blackouts. But would he have talked about that deadly substance?
As he lay beside Rahab, he sensed the approach of dawn. So he rose and fumbled in the dark for his clothes.
“Ham?” mumbled his wife.
“Go back to sleep,” he said.
“How can I sleep when it sounds as if a bull is crashing about in our bedroom?”
“Sorry. I’ll be outside as soon as I can find my cursed boots.”
“They’re on your side of the bed on the floor. Remember? Your feet were too swollen last night. So I tugged your boots off for you.”
Ham muttered his thanks, finding them and plopping onto a stool. Usually he flung his boots near the door.
“I hope you’re not going to dig again,” Rahab said. “Your back was so tight last night, I nearly wore out my fingers massaging it.”
“I want to encourage the others. You know I’ve always hated rulers that gave orders but never lifted a finger to help.”
“If you truly want to help, you should build an altar like your father did and teach our children how to pray.”
He held his first boot ready as he sat on the stool. “What?”
“Don’t be cross. It’s just a suggestion.”
“That I should be more like Shem?”
“Would it hurt to pray more?” she asked.
“You know I’m not comfortable making a religious spectacle of myself.”
“Oh, certainly not,” she said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing. I’m going back to sleep.”
Ham shoved his foot into the boot, fumbled around for the other one and when he had it, he turned again and stared at the bed. “So I should build an altar in the middle of the settlement and camp there on my knees. That’s what you’re suggesting?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Noah liked showing off, Rahab. That’s why he built his altars on tops of mountains. That’s why he made a production of always walking up to it. Look at me, he was saying. I’m the holy man.”
“That’s not true.”
“Shem was no better. Always praying, always talking about Jehovah. Those two were showoffs, peacocks, religious charlatans.”
“How can you say that? Noah built the Ark at great risk to himself and to his family, at the terrible price of public humiliation.”
“Rahab, you know how thick-skinned he was. Nothing bothered my father.”
“You don’t really believe that.”
Ham shoved his other foot into its boot, stood up and stamped them on the floor.
“All I’m saying is that there’s too much disrespect toward Jehovah among our children,” she said. “Too much flippancy. Somehow, we have to change that.”
“Don’t you understand, Rahab? Our children have a quiet faith. It’s deep-rooted, not so out in the open, so showy like my brothers’ faith.”
Rahab sat up, the headboard creaking. “A dragon is loose. It ate four of our grandchildren. Oh, Ham, I have a bad premonition about this. We must turn back to Jehovah before it’s too late.”
“What do you mean: Turn back?”
“Kush and Canaan don’t believe in Jehovah.”
“Nonsense.”
“Have you been listening to them?”
“Rahab—”
“Do you believe in Jehovah?”
“How can you ask that?”
“I never hear you pray.”
Ham thought about his short prayer when the dragon had chased Geba and Beor. With a shock, he realized he hadn’t prayed to Jehovah for… for a very long time.
“Your sons take after you,” she said.
“I have my faults,” he admitted. “But I entered the Ark, didn’t I? I trusted when a world mocked Jehovah’s warnings. I believed then, and I believe today.”
“Then build an altar. Teach your sons and grandsons about Jehovah the way Noah taught you.”
“I… I can’t. Religious spectacles aren’t my way.”
“But drunken ones are?”
He stiffened.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have said that.”
He took a deep breath. “I have work to do. Like you said, a dragon is loose.”
“What more can you do now than pray?”
“Kush has a plan. And he needs my help.” He fled the bedroom lest she say more. Fumbling in the kitchen, he found cheese, bread and a gourd of water, and after a quick breakfast, he strolled outside. He would pray more, he decided. And he would pay closer attention to his sons. But she had no right to say what she had about his drinking. So he was a little boisterous after a glass of wine. He wasn’t dead yet and didn’t plan on acting like a corpse. Men shouted when they drank. He shrugged. Rahab was a good wife. Maybe she had become a little too outspoken… He would overlook that fault and she would simply have to overlook his drinking bouts.
The stars blazed and the cool mountain air whispered past the dark houses. A dog or two raised its head from where they slept in the doorways. From a small corral bleated sheep.
He saw that Anom the son of Menes was already up. Clean-shaven Anom held a stick with precisely marked off measurements in one hand and a line and plum-weight in the other. He was in charge of the wall and the trench-dirt dumped against it. The dirt there had already been graded into a ninety-degree angle, so it seemed like a ramp. Anom loved to build, and the bigger something was supposed to be, the better. It was his genius that had made the log walls as stout as they were.
A different man hurried toward the center of the settlement. Ham came after him.
He was Zidon, the eldest son of Canaan. He was in his early forties and was slender and engaging like his sire. Zidon had the fast smile, the way with women and the wit. He was unlike his brother Beor, who truthfully was an anomaly in the family. Zidon wore a tunic and a silver-gilt belt and sandals. His dark hair shone in the firelight of the settlement’s main pit. Like many of Canaan’s sons, Zidon was smooth-skinned and beardless.
Ham caught up with him as Zidon eyed the logs collected for the needed machine.
“Ah, Grandfather,” Zidon said. His normally smooth forehead was creased with lines. “I’ve been wondering about the gears you spoke about.”
“Yes?”
“Here, I’ll show you.” Zidon held a rolled-up parchment against his leg. He unrolled it, showing Ham the charcoal sketch he’d drawn yesterday. It was of a skeleton-like contraption with gears, windlasses and skeins and a sling-tipped throwing arm. Zidon tapped the gears in the sketch.
“You said make them out of gopher-wood.”
“That’s what they did in the Old World,” Ham said.
“The trouble is, we don’t grow gopher wood here.”
“Hmm. Oak gears would probably snap under the strain.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Zidon said.
Ham scratched his cheek. “Use bronze.”
“I thought of that too. But whoever carves the casting molds… It will take great skill to match the various gears, and if they don’t match, they’re worthless. My other worry is where to get this bronze, or to find someone to supply their hoarded tin. For if it’s a copper gear or too copper-like…”
“Right,” Ham said. “If the gears bend under pressure, the entire process will grind to a halt.”
“Which makes the catapult useless,” Zidon said.
Ham considered that. “I’ll chisel the molds.”
“Granted you’re the best bronze-smith,” Zidon said. “But I thought you made brimstone today.”
Ham scowled. “Does everyone know about it?”
“Let Kush chisel the molds. While you mix brimstone, I’ll make the catapult.”
Ham continued scowling. “This particular kind of catapult is called an onager.”
“A wild ass?”
“If you can make it as I’ve sketched, you’ll see why.”
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Ham fingered the leather stacked in sheets. The hides had been scraped down to almost papery thinness as per his request. He worked in a hastily erected tent outside the settlement. Three wooden barrels stood beside three wooden tables. Naphtha, bitumen and pitch were respectively stored in each barrel. He wouldn’t need a quarter of the pitch, but all the naphtha would be used. As a precaution, there was no fire in the tent, no braziers or torches, and the tent stood well outside the settlement in case of spontaneous combustion. He didn’t want to accidentally burn down the settlement and thus do the dragon’s job for it.
One table held the skins, another needles and thread and twisted wicks and, on the third, he would do the mixing in stone bowls. Carefully, using a wooden spoon, he began to add the first substance. He worked from a memory on the other side of the Flood, and he tried not to breathe too deeply as he handled naphtha.
Later, he sewed the papery-thin skins together, with the brimstone mixture in each and a wick soaked with bitumen and smeared with pitch sticking out. It was delicate work, exacting and tiring. He didn’t stop for lunch, and when Kush knocked on the tent pole, he told him to go away. He had tied the flaps shut from within and with complex knots. Canaan hailed him several hours later.
“Not yet!” shouted a hoarse Ham.
He only wanted to do this once, one time. To foil them in their quest of learning the exact mixture before they knew how hard he would try to stop them. And he wanted them far away when he tried to sneak the unused pitch outside. He would bury it. Not because they would never be able to find pitch again, but to confound them when they studied what amounts he hadn’t used. Once they destroyed the dragon—if it could be—he would burn the remaining brimstone balls. That so they couldn’t take them apart and study the Sheol-making substance.
Kush would rage. But Ham would be true to the vow he took with Japheth and Shem. The tribe’s existence was at stake, so he felt he had to make the brimstone. But afterward…
“Father,” Kush said, knocking on the pole. “I’m coming in.”
“Not yet,” Ham said.
“You’ve been in there too long, Father. We’re worried about you.”
“No you’re not. Now go away.”
“Is everything all right?”
“Go away, I said.”
“Or what?” Kush said. “Come now, Father. This foolishness must end.”
“I have tinder with me,” Ham warned. “If you slice open the tent I’ll burn everything.”
“And die yourself,” Kush said with a snort. “No, I don’t think so.”
“Then go ahead and use your knife. Go ahead, and watch what happens.” He was tired and having doubts about this again. He knew he hadn’t told his sons about brimstone. There was absolutely no way. So who had? It deeply troubled him that he couldn’t figure it out.
“Father—”
“Go away!”
“Don’t get angry. I’m going. But please hurry. People are getting anxious.”
Ham tiptoed to the tent flap, listening. Surely, Kush would post watchmen. So… he nodded after several moments’ thought. He scraped all the bitumen out of its barrel and mixed it with the pitch. Then he put a brimstone ball on top of that barrel. Done, he stacked all the other balls to one side. Next, he wrestled the barrel to the back of the tent, rested until he regained his wind and hopefully let most of the fumes settle.
He took off his leather apron, folded it and hid it under the remaining leathers. Then he wiped his hands, washing them in a water-basin, even going so far as to scrape any bitumen or pitch from under his fingernails. He examined his clothes, picking off bits of brimstone. Fumes still hung in the tent, no doubt. He couldn’t help that. He made a face as he firmed his resolve and took out his tinder. That hadn’t been an idle threat. He dared now to strike flint against steel until he fired a slow wick. Sweat oozed. This was dangerous work, and he didn’t want to burn to death. But he wasn’t going to make it easy on his boys. He drew a dagger, listened carefully, and then slit an opening in the rear of the tent. He drew it back like a curtain and peered at the woods outside and at the nearby slope. It seemed clear. So he wrestled the barrel outside. No one yelled. No one saw him as he faced the woods. He wrestled and half rolled the barrel further and further away.
He heard a shout. He turned immediately and retreated to the tent.
Others took up the shout as he stepped back outside, the slow wick in his hands. Several of his sons ran towards him. After several strides, he touched the glowing wick to the brimstone’s wick, the one soaked with bitumen and pitch. It caught fire, sizzling, hissing, the glow speeding toward the leather-held brimstone. He hurried to the tent, lying down and holding the dagger-made flap shut.
The explosion surprised him. It was loud like a thunderclap, louder than the dragon’s roar, and it made him jerk in terror. Hot pieces of barrel-wood punched through the tent wall. He stared in dread as a fiery piece landed on a brimstone ball. With a shout, he dove and snatched the glowing wood-chip. He hurled it away, burning the tips of his fingers.
Maybe thirty seconds later Kush, Canaan and Seba, Kush’s oldest son, rushed through the flap. Pale-faced shock and staring eyes marred their features. Kush roared at the sight of fiery chips of wood sprinkled liberally about the floor. He, Canaan and, seconds later, Seba stamped the wood chips out. In their frenzy, they repeatedly bumped against each other.
Finally, Kush turned on Ham, who wearily sat on the tent’s only stool. “Are you daft? What do you think you’re doing?”
“He’s hiding the exact mixture from us,” Canaan said.
“Just like you said he would,” said Seba.
“Shut up,” Kush snarled.
Seba bristled, a man built along his father’s lines, but with duller eyes and a thicker neck. He shut up just the same.
Canaan poked his head out the tent. “It’s burning nicely, fiercely even.” He drew back and regarded his brother. “At least we know they work.”
Kush made a rude noise.
Canaan grinned at Ham, sitting on the stool and sucking his burnt fingers. “Well done, Father. Thank you.”
Ham nodded, vowing to himself that none of the brimstone balls would survive the dragon.
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Some one shook him awake.
“What?” Ham asked, sitting up, blinking sleep out of his eyes. He napped on a wooden couch in his house.
“It doesn’t work,” Zidon said.
“What doesn’t work?” Ham asked.
“Your onager.”
“Did you do everything like I told you?”
“Come and take a look.”
Ham followed Zidon to the middle of the settlement. There stood a crudely built, heavy stock onager. It made Ham shiver. This was a tool of war, used in the Old World to smash walls and pitch brimstone onto ramparts and into massed formations.
The beams had been hurriedly chopped out of logs, the axe-strokes still visible on the wood since no one had sanded off the marks. Still, like a solid log cabin, the ends of the rectangular base frame lying on the ground had been fitted together. On either side sprouted heavy, upright braces, with ninety degree angled struts supporting them. A crossbeam had been hammered onto the uprights, the center of which had been padded with a leather cushion stuffed with wool. Like a giant spear held vertically, a throwing arm pole presently rested against the crossbeam. On the top end of the pole was a sling as he’d suggested. The bottom of the throwing arm had been carefully inserted into a bundle of skeins or tightly wound ropes. These ropes or skeins had been hammered onto the beams and lay horizontal on the bottom frame, stretched between the two sides and a little behind the uprights.
As Ham had explained earlier, the skeins were the heart of the machine.
“What’s the trouble?” Ham asked, “other than the lack of gears.”
“It’s the skeins,” Zidon said. “Show him.”
Several of Zidon’s brothers grabbed a rope. Attached near the top of the throwing arm was a pulley with a rope running through it. Later, the ends of the rope that the brothers held would be attached to a roll bar at the far end of the frame. The gears would go onto the ends of the roll bar, allowing a man with a windlass to draw down the pulley ropes and lower the throwing arm. The skeins gave the machine power. As the throwing arm lowered, the skeins were tightened. The torsion, or twist, of the skeins supplied the power when a latch released the pulley rope. With great force, the throwing arm should shoot upright, hitting the crossbeam and stopping suddenly. Much of that energy then went into the missile in the throwing arm’s sling. The rest of the energy caused the end of the catapult frame to lift or “buck.” Thus the name onager or wild ass.
The two brothers drew the throwing arm down. It went easily, much too easily.
Ham blinked, watching the skeins. They tightened, a bit. He knelt, studying them. “You have to stretch them tighter.”
“It’s as tight as I can get it,” Zidon said behind him.
At that instant, the brothers let go of the rope. The throwing arm rose, but not violently, with force, but weakly, slowly. The pole didn’t thud against the crossbeam, just stopped upon touching it.
“What kind of skeins did we need again?” Zidon asked.
Ham straightened, dusting his knees. He glanced at Zidon and at Zidon’s two brothers. “There is a substance that will work.”
“We don’t have horsehair, remember?”
“That isn’t what makes the best catapult skeins,” Ham said.
“Ah,” Zidon said. “Perhaps you’d enlighten us, for as you can see, our flax ropes are useless.”
“Hair.”
“What kind of hair, Grandfather? Goat hair, dog hair, what?”
“Human.”
It was Zidon’s turn to blink. With his fingers, he fluffed his thick hair. “I’d cut mine, but I think it’s too short to twist into strands.”
“And I’d cut mine,” Ham said, “but I have a similar shortfall.”
Zidon nodded as he rubbed his chin. “It appears we have a dilemma.”
“Agreed.”
Both men knew that long hair was considered one of a woman’s chief graces. The legends said that in the Old World, the bene elohim had descended from heaven to earth because the women were so beautiful that lust for them had sprung in the fallen angels. Women’s long flowing tresses, it was said, had been instrumental in first stirring that angelic lust.
“We don’t need much hair,” Zidon said.
Ham grimaced. That, in the end, might be the chief problem. “Let me see what I can do.”
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Ham went home and debated how to broach the subject, deciding finally on brutal honesty. So, in the kitchen, he sat Rahab down, held her hands and looked deeply into her eyes as he explained the situation.
She thought about it, and asked, “What about your beards?”
He let go of her hands and sat back, wondering if he had heard correctly.
“Take a razor and shave off your beard. Then explain what you just did to me and certainly Kush, Menes, Put and Canaan will follow your example.”
“My beard?” Ham ran his fingers through it. “I’d look like a woman without it.”
“While any woman shearing her hair would look like a man.”
“It doesn’t have to be all their hair,” Ham said.
“Nor all of your beard.”
“Are you serious?” he said a moment later.
Rahab pursed her lips. She had long hair tied in a net. She unlaced the netting and swept her gray hair onto her breasts. “It’s foolish to think that any man will shave his beard for the good of the clan. Perhaps he’ll give his life. But then he’s a hero, quite acceptable to his vanity.”
Ham opened his mouth to protest, and then closed it with a snap as he noticed the glitter in her eyes. He drummed his fingers on the table, considering the idea of shaving his beard. He took a deep breath, when Rahab laid a warm hand on his wrist.
“Let me ask you this, husband. Are you certain human hair will work?”
He pulled his eyebrows together. He’d seen a few catapults before and knew the theory of them. “There’s no reason it shouldn’t work,” he said.
“I see.” Rahab rose and laced the netting around her hair. “Let me speak with the others.”
Two hours later, Rahab returned with a turban wound around her head.
Ham sat up on his bench in the workroom. Deborah, Miriam and others, all wearing turbans, lugged several baskets and set them near the table.
“Will this be enough?” Rahab asked.
He stared at their turbans and then hastily looked away. He yearned to inspect the baskets. “Ah… They’ll have to be braided before we can use them.”
“They’re braided,” Rahab said.
He swallowed, and a touch of shame bit him, as well as awe. He stood and bowed at the waist to each of them. “You are heroines. To say more would only sully your sacrifice.”
“To the contrary,” Deborah said, with her hand in front of her mouth. “This is part of our price.”
“Eh?” Ham asked.
“We wish to be feted and patronized,” Deborah said.
“And our feet washed daily,” added Miriam.
“Don’t forget lunch in bed,” Rahab said.
“Quite right,” Deborah said, “lunch in bed and exactly at noon.”
Ham’s jaw dropped, and the women burst out laughing until he turned red.
“Just make sure this onager works,” Deborah said. “That’s all we ask.”
Ham hurried to Zidon and they returned, carting the baskets to the onager. There, they handled the new skeins with care, fastening them to the machine. The trial took place with Zidon’s brothers pulling the rope, as before—the gears hadn’t yet been cast. This time, however, a throng of women watched. Many of them glanced sidelong at those wearing turbans.
The brothers let go. The throwing arm bounced up faster than before, but not nearly hard enough.
As one, the women wearing turbans turned on their heels and marched away. Those with hair, most of them wisely under shawl and kerchief, hissed at Ham and Zidon, before also departing.
“What now?” Zidon asked. He had turned pale and dispirited.
Ham wanted a drink. “It should have worked.”
“Don’t tell me that,” Zidon said. “Did you hear them? They hissed at us. That isn’t good.”
“Yes, yes, I know.”
“And their looks, their glares.” Zidon shivered.
“I agree it’s troubling.”
“It’s more than that, Grandfather. It’s a disaster.”
“Come with me,” Ham said. “I have an idea.”
They went to Kush’s smithy to see about the gears. Along the way, Ham explained that they needed another set of gears. These would be set with the skeins, to rotate and tighten them beyond their present torsion. “And we’ll soak them in olive oil.”
“For what reason?” Zidon asked.
“If nothing else, to give the illusion that we know what we’re doing.”
Zidon looked askance at his grandfather.
“But secondly,” Ham said, “to give the skeins greater elasticity. Greater snap.”
They found Kush and explained their idea. He went to work at once. That night, Ham stayed in the smithy, deciding he couldn’t bear any complaints or, even worse, silence from Rahab and the women. Zidon stayed with him.
Early the next morning, they attached the gears and the olive oil-soaked skeins. The latch was added and the onager finished.
“Will it work?” Zidon asked.
For an answer, Ham put the pry bar into the skein windlass and cranked them until both he and Zidon couldn’t winch any tighter.
“Lock it,” Ham said.
Zidon kicked the lock into place, freezing the skein gears.
Taking out the pry bar, Ham now winced down the throwing arm.
“The skeins creak,” Zidon said. “I can hear them.”
“An excellent sign,” Ham said. “Notice, too, the tension to the rope.”
He meant the one drawing the throwing arm down. That rope hummed tighter than the tautest bowstring.
When the throwing arm touched the bottom dowel, Ham took out the pry bar. “Are you ready?”
“Should we put something into the sling?”
Ham picked up a rock and set it in the sling. Then he stepped back, looked once at Zidon and pulled the release mechanism.
The arm whipped up and cracked against the crossbeam. The end of the onager bucked and the stone sailed high over the wall and away into the distance.
“It works!” shouted Zidon. “It works!”
Ham tapped him on the shoulder.
Teary-eyed, turbaned woman were behind them, hugging one another.
“Jehovah be praised,” Zidon whispered.
Ham nodded.
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That afternoon as he lay on the couch trying to catch up on his sleep, Ham heard footsteps. He removed his arm to a vision of loveliness: Semiramis with all her beautiful hair.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
“Not offering you my tresses, I assure you. So you can quit eyeing them so hungrily.”
It would be a shame shearing such locks, he agreed, albeit silently.
“Canaan sent me to fetch you,” she said. “It’s Beor.”
Ham hurried to Canaan’s spacious house, trooping up the stairs with Semiramis to the second story. Animal head trophies of wolves, leopards and elk lined the walls, along with spears, shields and crossed stone axes. Hilda, Beor’s daughter from his first wife, turned as Semiramis and he rounded the corner.
Hilda stood outside the bedroom, clutching a small wooden Ark that Beor had made for her when she was five.
Ham hugged her. She was a thin, serious girl with straight blonde hair as her mother’s had been.
“You won’t let him die, will you, Great Grandpa?”
“Your great-grandfather isn’t Jehovah,” Semiramis said.
“Yes, I know, Stepmother,” Hilda said, curtsying.
“Of course your great-grandfather will do what he can,” Semiramis added. “But we mustn’t put undo strain on him to do the impossible.”
“Yes, Stepmother,” Hilda said. “I shan’t strain him. I promise.”
“Why are you standing out here?” Ham asked.
“Waiting for you,” Hilda said. “I hope that was all right.”
“Of course it’s all right,” Ham said. “But why not keep your father company?”
“Oh no,” Hilda said, shaking her head. “That might upset him.”
“Upset him how?”
“Beor needs his rest,” Semiramis said.
“Yes,” Hilda said. “Stepmother says I can’t bother daddy or he might sicken and die.”
“Not can’t, Hilda,” Semiramis said. “It simply isn’t wise to bother him.”
“Oh,” Hilda said. “Yes, I forgot. I could, but it isn’t wise.”
Ham took Hilda’s small hand as he opened the door. The smell hit him right away. Like rotten meat, as if vapors of it floated lifeless in the close air. The big man was shivering pale and sweaty, much worse than he had been in the chariot. A blanket was pulled up to his black-bearded chin. With the shutters closed, gloom reigned within.
“Is he going to die?” Hilda whispered.
The question startled Ham. He let go of Hilda and in two strides pulled back a greasy eyelid. Glassy, the pupil dilated to almost nothing. “Has anyone been watching him?”
“Stepmother has hardly left his side,” Hilda said. “She feeds him by spoon.”
On Beor’s throat, Ham felt for the pulse. As he did, he noticed Semiramis frown at Hilda.
“I thought you weren’t allowed in the room,” Ham said.
“I’m not,” Hilda said.
“Then how do you know how Semiramis feeds your father?” Ham asked.
Hilda gave her stepmother a frightened glance. “I-I don’t know.”
Semiramis shook her head. “Is that important, Grandfather? Beor is why you came.”
Ham tapped the big man’s cheek. “Beor. Beor, can you hear me?”
The big man moaned as sweat oozed from him.
“Have you spoon-fed him?” Ham asked.
“I suppose,” Semiramis said.
“Then—”
“I spied through the keyhole,” Hilda said, hanging her head. “I’m so sorry, Stepmother. I hope you’re not angry with me.”
“It doesn’t matter, Hilda.”
“No?” Hilda looked up wide-eyed. “You aren’t going to spank me?”
“Don’t be silly,” Semiramis said.
“Oh, thank you, Stepmother. Thank you so very much. I promise I won’t do it again.”
“Hush, child,” Semiramis said.
Ham pulled off the covers and winced at the intensification of the rotting-meat stench. The purple ankle was three times its normal size, while the leg splints strained like boards on a ship about to burst.
Hilda gasped.
Ham saw his own horror reflected in the child’s eyes, and he noticed that Semiramis retreated, keeping her hand over her nose.
Heat radiated off the leg. Something green clotted the bandages. “Hilda. Get me scissors, a washbasin and a lancing needle. Hurry.”
She fled the room.
“What’s wrong?” Semiramis asked.
“What do you mean what’s wrong? Look at his leg.”
“I can see that,” Semiramis said. “I mean, why is it like that?”
“Did you change the bandage?”
“Of course.”
“When?”
She shrugged. “Soon after he was brought in.”
“You seem unconcerned.”
“Do I? I’m sorry. I’m trying to remain strong for the child’s sake.”
Ham examined the foot. Swollen and discolored purple. The toes seemed dead, bloated like a corpse. “Has he been eating?”
“Yes. Broth and bits of soaked bread.”
“What kind of broth?”
“Chicken, maybe beef.”
Ham felt the pulse again, noting how swollen and lumpy the throat was. It made no sense, but Beor was dying. Beor had been feverish in the chariot, but Ham had been certain a few days in his own bed would cure Beor, should have cured him.
“What has he been drinking?”
“Wine,” Semiramis said. “He keeps begging for it.”
“And you give it to him?”
“It helps dull the pain, doesn’t it? He looks like he’s in lots of pain.”
“You don’t give a feverish man wine. Water! You give him plenty of water to flush out the poisons.”
“As you will,” Semiramis said. “I’ll do that from now on.”
He couldn’t understand such calm. She seemed impassive, as if they discussed what color tunic he should wear. “Do you really hate him that much?”
“Hate is a strong word, Grandfather.”
“That may be. But it also begs the question.”
“I love him,” Semiramis said, with her hand over her nose.
Ham touched the bandages, feeling the heat. He didn’t want to cut the gory wrappings. “Tell the others that he’s to drink no more wine, only water. Or are you really the only one who feeds and gives him water?”
“I’m his wife. Isn’t it my duty to look after him?”
Hilda rushed in with big bronze scissors. Miriam, in her turban, came in with the washbasin and rags.
Ham took the scissors, hesitating. “Miriam. Stand on that side of him. Semiramis, I want you on this side. Hold him down.”
“Are we strong enough?” asked Semiramis.
“In his state, yes.” Ham put his hand on the upper thigh. Heat blazed, and it was incredibly swollen.
Miriam pressed against Beor’s arm. Semiramis gingerly touched the other one. 
“His chest,” Ham said. “Press down on his chest, both of you.”
They did.
Ham cut. Beor thrashed, and the stench… By force of will, Ham refused to gag. The bandages didn’t part, as they should. They stuck as if glued. Ham began to peel them off.
Beor’s eyes opened as he gasped and as sweat poured out his skin.
Ham blanched. Miriam hissed, and Hilda stumbled backward onto a stool. Only Semiramis remained unchanged at the sight.
The stitches had pulled through the edges, and the wound had turned black and spurted vicious pus. Red lines streaked up the leg, the infection obviously spreading. Below the wound, the flesh was black, dead or dying.
“What…what are you going to do?” whispered Miriam.
There was no healing this. It had rotted fast—as if poisoned.
“Hilda!” he said. “Get Canaan. Hurry.”
Once more, Hilda fled the room.
“Father,” said Miriam. “What—”
“We have to amputate,” Ham said.
“No,” Miriam said. “No. That will destroy him. He’s a hunter.”
“Do you want him dead?” Ham asked.
“I want him alive,” Miriam whispered.
“Then we must amputate.”
“But, but…” Miriam was dazed.
“Father is right,” Semiramis said. “Losing a leg… Isn’t it better to risk his life in an effort to heal the leg?”
“Look at it!” Ham shouted. “Tell me how to heal what is dead.”
“It will destroy him, being half a man,” Semiramis said.
“He won’t be half a man,” Ham said. “Beor will simply have lost a leg.”
Miriam wept.
Then Canaan was at the door. For once, he had lost his ability to speak.
Nevertheless, Ham saw the accusation in his son’s eyes. Beor’s leg hadn’t been like this when he dropped him off. Then it came to Ham as he glanced at Semiramis. Wicked, wicked woman. He didn’t know how, but he was certain she had infected the wound. Yet how could he accuse her without proof?
“We need to move him first,” Ham said.
“First?” Canaan said.
“Before I amputate.”
White-faced, Canaan slumped against the door.
“Move him to where?” Semiramis said, still calm, still stately, practically serene.
“Move him to my house,” Ham said.
“No,” Semiramis said. “I want him here. I want to be able to look after him every hour of the day.”
“That is a wife’s duty,” agreed Ham. “But Beor’s condition will be critical after I operate. I will watch him.”
“You may come here any time you want,” Semiramis said. “But I insist he stay.”
“And I’m overruling you,” Ham said.
“I appreciate your concern. But…” Semiramis licked her lips. “I hesitate to say this, but would this have happened if his leg had been better treated during the chariot ride?”
“You listen to me,” Ham said with quiet fury. “It was here the wound worsened. And who looked after him here? Only you, Semiramis. Why not tell us what you did that caused this.”
“Me?” Semiramis asked, with cool disbelief. “You can’t blame this on me.”
“Silence!” Canaan hissed. “Beor’s to lose his leg, and you two squabble like hens.” He squinted at his son, and he said a moment later, “We’ll move him to father’s house.”
“I can’t be held responsible if Beor is moved,” Semiramis said.
“He’ll be my responsibility,” Ham said.
Canaan nodded. “Save him. That’s all I ask.”
“Yes,” whispered Hilda. “I’ll never forget it if you do.”
“We shall all remember,” Semiramis said.
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Ham amputated. It was a grisly affair. He drank that night. In the morning, bleary-eyed, he looked for Kush, finding him hard at work.
The smithy shed was gloomy, with a hot glow from the furnace and sparks flying as Kush wielded his mallet with metallic clangs. Two of his grandsons blew through tubes, keeping the furnace hot.
Ham went to the pitted table and picked up a bronze arrow. Both the shaft and the head were made of bronze.
Kush dourly eyed him before tapping out the next arrow, picking it up with tongs. Hisses rose from its water-bath.
“I take it these are for the dragon,” Ham said.
Kush grunted an affirmative.
“No one will be able to shoot such arrows far,” Ham said.
Kush told the boys to go outside. When they had left, he said, “What does that matter to a brave man?”
Ham waved the arrow. “Outside of thirty paces, these will be useless. Twenty would be better.”
“Agreed.”
Ham snorted. “Easy to agree to in a smithy. In the dragon’s presence, it’s another matter.”
“Not if you’re brave.”
“Dragon-awe overwhelms even the brave.”
“Heat and a beating makes good bronze. In such a way adversity creates heroes.”
Ham regarded Kush in his heavy leather apron, with his white beard and broad dark face. Kush was strong, ox-like in his movements and usually so in his deliberations. Stubbornness formed the core of his personality, and he listened, Ham knew, to the ideas and plans of his wife Deborah.
“Tell me this,” Ham said. “Are the arrows for you?”
Kush stared as an ox might. His thoughts were hidden. One wondered if he had any at all. But that was deception.
“Put wishes to use them,” Kush said.
“Ah. And I suppose you’ve encouraged him in his quest for vengeance. You need someone to sacrifice himself. To run in close and shoot these into the dragon’s belly.”
“If the brimstone fails and the dragon breaks through the wall, we will all go down fighting.”
“Why are you so certain the dragon is coming?”
Kush’s flat nostrils flared. “Didn’t Noah once know the Flood would come?”
“Jehovah spoke to Noah,” Ham said. “Has Jehovah spoken to you?”
It took three slow blinks before Kush said, “I have work to do. So if you could come to your point.”
“Tell me how you know the dragon is coming, and I’ll be on my way. Or is this simply one of your wife’s plots?”
Kush considered his words. “The dragon approaches. That is my premonition. I prepare, and I urge everyone else to do likewise.”
“I see. May I take several of these?”
Kush nodded.
Ham selected the straightest and then took his leave.
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Ham left the cultivated fields and traveled beyond the regular pastures. Over hilltops and past forests, he wanted to get away from thoughts of amputation and lost grandsons. In time, the donkeys plodded up a stony slope. He was far from the settlement. The chariot topped the rise, and before him spread a ledge which dropped all the way to the valley floor.
Hobbling the donkeys, and as gusts ruffled his beard, he stretched. The view was fantastic. Below, wisps of clouds spread out forests, lakes, swamps and streams. Dot-like creatures, deer perhaps, moved beside the largest river. A bigger animal, a great sloth he suspected, shambled across a plain. Eagles wheeled below him.
He thought about many things. Then he squinted. He shaded his eyes and peered more carefully. Off to the left, far, far away, two goats crawled up the cliffs. Only, since when did sunlight flash off goats as from metallic weapons?
It was difficult to make out, but it seemed as if two men scaled the cliffs. There, reflected sunlight flashed again, like a spark. A polished bronze axe-head might have done that, or a dagger. If they weren’t Nimrod and Eel, then the pair came from either Japheth or Shem. Yet it didn’t seem likely that visitors from afar would choose such a difficult route. This was something two men trying to shortcut a dragon to the settlement might do.
Ham ran to the donkeys, took off the hobbles and traveled along the ledge until he saw that, indeed, a dark-skinned fellow and a smaller olive-colored one scaled the cliffs. 
He waited, marveling at their daring. The cliffs weren’t vertical, but they were steep and chalky, crumbling at times to the touch. He didn’t hail them. He didn’t want to break their concentration. At last, Nimrod threw a brawny arm over the edge.
“Hello,” Ham said, who sat cross-legged, waiting.
Nimrod almost lost his grip and fell back. Then he heaved himself onto the ledge and lay there panting. A moment later Eel levered up. He looked worse than before: haggard, with his forehead-scar white and dark circles under his eyes.
“Water,” whispered Eel.
Ham ran to the chariot and uncorked his jug.
Eel’s hand shook as he drank. Both their garments were torn and dirty, stained by sweat and blood. When he was finished, Eel handed the jug to Nimrod. Nimrod guzzled, and he flashed that famous smile of his.
“It isn’t wine,” he said.
“What happened to the dragon?” Ham asked, corking the jug.
Eel and Nimrod exchanged glances.
“You have your chariot, I see,” Nimrod said. “Might we catch a ride?”
“Whenever you’re ready,” Ham said.
Nimrod grunted. He seemed as hale as ever; a little tired perhaps, but nothing more. He gave an exhausted Eel a hand up.
“Should I hurry?” Ham asked, as they clambered into the vehicle.
“It’s time to ride like the wind,” Nimrod said.
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The sun, bloated, squat and red like blood, sank into the mountainous horizon. Strange colors warred in the sky, pink, wispy clouds that bled into an orange background. The first stars appeared, perhaps aided by the breeze that blew in the dusk. There, on the far edge, night crept nearer.
Riding under this skyscape, the chariot crested a rise, barley fields on either side. The panorama leaping into view surprised the old graybeard driver. He drew rein. The smaller man beside him groaned. Nimrod whispered, “We’re too late.”
The dragon, the nightmare monster, lumbered toward the settlement. Its tread shook the ground. Its roar—dogs ran with their tails between their legs and a little girl stumbled in a parody of a run. Looking back, screaming, falling, getting up, falling, crawling and sobbing for her mommy, she tried to flee the monster.
The palisade’s main-gate opened. Three men dashed out and ran a board over the trench. One of them sprinted across the board for the little girl. He hollered. But she couldn’t hear and didn’t see him.
The dragon bellowed, insuring that the little girl sat transfixed like a rabbit, watching and waiting for her doom.
“We must attack,” Nimrod said.
“Attack with what?” Eel asked.
Nimrod spied Ham’s black bow. He strung it and flipped back the chariot quiver’s flap. His brow rose as he drew a bronze arrow. “This will work.”
On the plain, the father reached the little girl, scooping her into his arms. She hugged his neck and he turned and ran with his prize beyond price cuddled next to his chest. Behind him roared a monster.
“Get out, Eel,” Nimrod said. “We have to travel light.”
“No,” said Eel. “I’ll drive. Grandfather can sit this one out.”
Ham took hold of Eel’s mismatched shoulders and threw him out. “Hiya!” shouted Ham, flicking the reins.
The donkeys bolted down the slope.
“What do you plan?” the patriarch asked.
“To win glory that will never fade,” Nimrod said, with his eyes gleaming.
Ahead of them, the father sprinted across the board and through the gate. Four men dragged the board from the trench and retreated. The huge wooden gate swung shut. On the wall’s upper walkway stood a hundred archers and javelin-throwers, eyes stark and staring.
The dragon roared. It raved. It came upon the settlement like an avalanche.
The men on the walkway shook their weapons and hurled abuse.
“It’s so huge,” Ham whispered.
The dragon dwarfed the wall, although it slowed as it neared the trench. Arrows arched and rebounded off its hide. Like rain, they came and, like rain, the dragon ignored the showers. It dipped its vast bulk as if examining the trench. It screamed, not in rage or bafflement but a seeming challenge to these puny humans. For in a great bound it leaped across the trench. Its nine tons crashed against the wooden wall. Like matchsticks, the gate splintered and tore open. Men fell from the walkways as others drilled arrows at the monster’s eyes and nose. Bronze-made javelins stuck. A leathery ball struck the monster in the chest. The package thumped and slid down the dragon’s crocodile-like torso. Then the ball exploded with flames.
The dragon screeched like a banshee.
It seemed to flop back, to stagger as flames licked its belly. It stumbled out the gate and into the trench. It screamed again, in pain and hate.
It twisted in the trench, righting itself, and its vast hind legs propelled it out onto the open side of the trench. Yet at that instant, another leathery ball arched out the broken gate. Whoever governed the onager must have shortened the wick. It burst into fire mid-flight. Blazing flames struck the dragon’s head as it scuttled out the trench.
On the walkway, men and women witnessed a bizarre sight. It seemed, for an instant, as if the dragon breathed fire. It shook its head, flinging the fire from it. It threw back those awesome jaws, roaring and hissing to the heavens.
Meanwhile, an athletic youth jumped out of Ham’s chariot. The donkeys refused to go any nearer. Nimrod sprinted toward the beast, the monster, the howling and blinded dragon. The hunter skidded to a halt less then twenty feet from it. Before the settlement, before those on the walls, Nimrod took a wide stance and notched a bronze arrow to the heavy black bow. He drew, shot and the dragon shuddered.
Nimrod twanged again, using all four of the quiver’s bronze arrows. Each shot thudded into the dragon’s chest where its heart should be.
The soot-smeared eyes blazed murder-lust.
Nimrod turned and ran.
The dragon, with blood leaking from its chest, staggered off in chase.
Ham couldn’t hold the donkeys. They brayed in terror and bolted. But Nimrod sprinted like a man possessed and jumped, catching the rail as the two little beasts ran for their lives. In a large circle they galloped, in a large circle the dragon gave chase. The monster ran slower and slower and blood trickled from its jaws, staining some of its sixty teeth. It coughed worse than before, and one eye had closed shut.
Nimrod slapped Ham on the shoulder, shouting. Ham nodded. He aimed the chariot back at the settlement. The dragon followed. Nimrod got ready and jumped out, waving his arms before the beast as Ham veered away.
The dragon centered on Nimrod, following its tormenter. Nimrod ran and leaped into the trench, gesturing rudely at the beast towering and swaying above him.
“Are you afraid?” Nimrod shouted. “Do you fear me?”
The dragon, peering at him with its good eye, tilted its vast bulk, opening huge jaws to devour him.
Nimrod darted along the deep trench, and the dragon, perhaps dizzy, sick or disoriented, tried to lunge to snatch him. In that instant, the dragon slipped as dirt crumpled under its weight. It toppled into the trench.
Through the broken gate ran Kush, Canaan, Put and Seba and several others. They dashed along the trench on the wall side. As the dragon struggled to right itself, they drew their bows and fired heavy bronze arrows into it. The dragon screamed, with its jaws pressed against the bottom of the trench and the sound muffled and reverberating off the dirt sides. Zidon and his brothers hurried near. Zidon held a torch. His brothers each carried a leathery ball with a wick. One by one, they thrust their ball near Zidon. He lit each wick. They dashed near and hurled brimstone upon the struggling beast.
The balls burst into vicious flames. The dragon uttered a sound never again heard on Earth. It was a ghastly, soul-agonizing bellow. Kush and his brothers staggered from the beast with their hands over their ears. The monster’s very thrashing and mindless pain caused it to trap itself. This time, it lacked the wherewithal to right itself. The brimstone, burning with Sheol-like intensity, curled the dragon’s leathery hide and caused blood and bone to bubble.
The screaming soon lost its incredible volume. Like a mantis mobbed by tiny ants, the larger lost to the smaller. Man prevailed over the monster, and the idea of dragons would endure forever in legend.
 





 
Pharaoh’s Palace
 
1.
 
Blind Ham awoke as his door creaked. Someone with a heavy tread entered the room. The person’s armor jangled and a loose dagger clacked in its scabbard.
“Who is it?” Ham asked.
“The guard captain.”
Ham’s stomach tightened. Pharaoh’s last orders had been that if he died during the night, the guard captain must shove a dagger in his belly.
“I can still spit, Guard Captain.”
“Spit?”
“In your eye,” Ham said.
“Ah. You think I’m to murder you now, is that it?”
“Think well before you strike. Consider who will sit on the throne after Pharaoh dies.”
“Listen to me, you ancient schemer, before you perjure yourself further. I’m to take you to Pharaoh.”
“What?”
“He’s still dying, not yet dead.” The guard captain grunted. “Maybe you’re to die too before the night is over. My guess is Pharaoh will order me to throttle you for his amusement. So you can save your spit until then.”
Ham chuckled as a powerful hand gripped his arm.
“Old fool. Has fear turned you senile?”
“Let me dress.”
“There’s no time. I’m taking you to Pharaoh’s bedroom, so what does it matter if you’re in your nightclothes?”
“Guard Captain,” Ham said, summoning his last shreds of authority. Maybe dreaming of how he had driven Nimrod to the dragon gave him something of his old strength.
“What is it?”
“I will don garments suitable to enter Pharaoh’s presence.”
For several heartbeats, the guardsman said nothing, his grip hurtful. “As you will,” he said finally, stepping back.
“Do you see it?” Ham asked.
“What?”
“My robe.”
“You think I’ll be your maid servant as well as your executioner? Get your own robe, you old goat.”
“Surely as the progenitor of the pharaohs, I should be shown respect as well as dignity.”
“Do not presume upon me, old one.”
“You serve a pharaoh consumed by hatred. Will the next ruler feel likewise? Might not he who ascends the throne next recall that there was one who dared spill royal blood?”
“Do you mean yours?”
“I am ancient and may be destined to die this night, but I may yet curse the one who slays me, or I may give him my leave to do the dreadful deed.”
“Pharaoh cares nothing about your leave.”
“That is true. But you might on the day a new Pharaoh ascends the throne.”
Ham felt the cold stare, or perhaps it was his imagination. Moments later, however, the guard captain muttered darkly as he thrust a robe at Ham.
“Hurry, if you please, Lord of Schemers. Or it will be both of us who die this evil night.”
 





 
2.
 
Hunger gnawed Ham’s belly, making it rumble. It felt as if he’d tramped these halls forever. He heard the guardsman’s crackling torch and the man’s heavy footfall.
“Slow down,” Ham told him.
“How is it a bag of bones like you has managed to cling to life for so long? Why, I could shake you apart with one hand. You’re weaker than my mother-in-law is—Set curse the bloodsucking old wretch. She’s like you, old man, a bedridden schemer, always demanding this or that. I’ve a mind to take her to the Nile and feed her to the crocodiles. You’ve no idea how costly the temple healers have become. As soon as they cure her cough, she starts spitting blood. Half my pay goes to the temple. Maybe Pharaoh has the right idea. Throttle the aged and be done with them.”
Ham wheezed as he leaned against the wall. At least the guard captain had let him stop. This was the essence of old age: enfeeblement. It galled him to be decrepit; to be this “bag of bones,” as the guardsman had said. Ah, if only he could be young again. Then he would teach this braggart about toughness. Could the guard captain have faced down Ymir? Would he have driven Nimrod near the dragon? It pleased Ham to think about a day when the guard captain would be old, when it would be his turn to have the young sneer at his weakness. Not for the first time, Ham wondered how life would have been different if Adam hadn’t fallen to Satan’s guile. What if a man need never grow old? Sin had brought aging and death. And the author of sin had been Satan, the deceiver of men and the enemy of Jehovah.
“That’s long enough,” the guard captain said.
The rough hand wrapped around Ham’s sticklike arm, propelling him.
“What about food?” Ham wheezed.
The guardsman made a rude sound, pushing him faster.
Ham’s sandals slapped against the tiles. His skinny shanks quivered, while his belly rumbled. Only the guardsman’s strong grip kept him upright.
Harp playing drifted near, fingers artfully plucking strings, and the beautiful, melodious voice of a woman.
“Are we in the Woman’s Quarter?”
“Where else do you think Pharaoh spends his last days? Too bad you’re blind, old man. He has some lovely maidens here. Even your blood might be fired if you could see them.”
“Do they tempt you?” Ham asked.
“I’m the guard captain. I’m beyond temptation.”
“In these matters, only eunuchs are beyond temptation. Has Pharaoh had you castrated?”
“You have your little jokes, old man. I’ll remember when Pharaoh orders me to wrap my hands around your throat. It’ll be a pleasure then.”
“Truly, you are the champion. You challenge old men and find beautiful women unappealing. I stand in awe.”
The singing and harp playing grew louder.
“Sit here,” the guard captain said, pushing Ham onto a marble bench. He marched away, taking his crackling torch with him.
Ham cocked his head. The harp player was skilled. The woman’s accent wasn’t from Egypt, Put or Canaan. He frowned. He’d recently heard a similar accent. Yes. Abram. The woman’s accent was like the shepherd from Ur.
The singing stopped. Men spoke. A gong sounded.
Ham waited. He heard jewelry clink before he heard the shuffle of feet and the tapping of a man’s cane. Men, women, even some Egyptian children wore gold bracelets and faience or lapis lazuli necklaces. Some of the necklaces were elaborately embroidered, approaching the size of an Antediluvian Slayer’s gold collar. Bee-shaped pins adored cloaks, as did beetle-shaped pins. Rings of turquoise, gold and more lapis lazuli added beauty to their wearers, and added, like all jewelry, magical protection. To the superstitious Egyptians, they were amulets or charms, warding off evil spirits, disease and death. Canes, interestingly, were badges of office and showed one’s place in the social order. Ham wasn’t sure when that had started, but the man tapping his cane was obviously someone of status.
“Who is it?” Ham asked. “Who’s there?”
“Look,” the singer said, the woman. Ham recognized the accent. “An old man. What is he doing here?”
“Ignore him,” the high-pitched voice of a palace eunuch said.
“Sarai?” Ham asked.
“How does he know my name?” the woman asked.
“It’s unimportant,” the eunuch said.
“I’ve spoken with Abram,” Ham said, delighted that he’d guessed right.
“Wait,” the woman said.
The eunuch made an exasperated sound.
“Old one,” the woman said gently, with respect. “Have you really spoken with Abram?”
“I have,” Ham said. “Yesterday.”
“Is… Is my brother well?”
“Your brother?” Ham asked.
Linen rustled and jewelry clattered as the woman sat beside him. He didn’t think she wore the necklace for magical protection, but because it had been foisted upon her. Her perfume was rich, of great cost. Ham was certain that she was very beautiful, perhaps rivaling Semiramis or even Naamah. Yet this beauty was meek, at least according to all he’d heard about her.
“Please do not mock me, my lord,” she said.
“Your name is Sarai?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“I do not mock you,” Ham said. “In turn, I ask that you speak only the truth.”
“Of course,” Sarai said.
“What occurred in Pharaoh’s bedroom?”
“That is not your place to ask,” the eunuch said.
Ham groped for Sarai’s hand. It was smooth, with rings on her fingers. “I spoke with Abram. He told me how Jehovah called him out of Ur.”
“You believe in Jehovah?” she whispered.
“Before Him, there are no others,” Ham said. “He alone is Divine.”
She hugged him, while the eunuch muttered shocked words of piety. “You dare to blaspheme Egypt’s deified pantheon?”
“Tell me, Sarai, what occurred in Pharaoh’s bedroom.”
“She may not speak of it,” the eunuch said.
“What harm is there in telling him about my harp playing, O Master of the Harem?” she asked sweetly. “Pharaoh delighted in my singing. Cannot others know that Pharaoh was gladdened? That my singing drove away his tormenting spirits.”
“This one asks more than that,” the eunuch said.
“There is nothing more to know,” Sarai said.
“You must take care,” the eunuch said. “This one is in Pharaoh’s disfavor. Let us leave before he taints us.”
“Oh, but he has a message from my… from Abram. Do you not?” she asked, touching Ham’s arm.
“I know the truth,” he said.
She sucked in her breath.
“What does he mean?” the eunuch said.
Ham patted her hand. “Fear not, Sarai. I know why Pharaoh is sick. He may yet be cured—if he heeds me.”
“Listen to me, woman,” the eunuch said, “as you love your life, we must leave. Look. The guard captain comes. I will be flogged if they find you speaking with Ham.”
“Ham?” Sarai asked.
He could feel her stare and almost feel her wide-eyed shock.
“I have heard people speak of Egypt as the land of Ham,” she said.
He dipped his head.
“It is not possible that you are that Ham,” she said. “Though you seem very old, my lord.”
“Now, woman,” the eunuch said. “We must leave now.”
“If I am that one,” Ham said, “know that in terms of power, it means nothing.”
“But that Ham would be the same as in Shem, Ham and Japheth,” she said. “The sons of Noah.”
“Yes.”
“My lord,” she whispered. “You rode in the Ark?”
“That was a long time ago, Sarai.” Ham patted her hand, enjoying its softness. “Many, many lifetimes ago.”
“Please,” the eunuch said. “Let us leave this instant.”
“Go, Sarai,” Ham said. “The harem master is right. I have your good at heart, and today will see whether Jehovah will aid me or not in my aiding of you.”
“Bless you, my lord,” she said, as she kissed his cheek.
The eunuch groaned.
Linen rustled and jewelry clattered. “Goodbye, Lord Ham,” she said. “Jehovah has shown me tonight that I am not forgotten. When next you see Abram, tell him…tell him I love him.”
“If I’m right, then I think you shall see Abram before I do,” Ham said, more determined than ever to save Egypt.
Their footfalls receded, while that of the guardsman’s drew nearer.
“Still plotting, you old schemer,” the guard captain said moments later. “And with Pharaoh’s newest pretty. Ah, you are a bold fool indeed, you rogue.”
“Is Pharaoh ready to receive me?”
“Oh, he’s ready. The question is, are you?”
 





 
3.
 
Incense warred against a rotting stench. Soft footfalls told of movement. Muted whispers bespoke of fear, worry and dread concern.
Amongst that, the now silent guard captain pushed Ham onto a chair. Hot bread stung his hands. Ham tore into the softness, gumming the steaming food, swallowing, gaining strength.
“There’s nothing wrong with your appetite,” Pharaoh wheezed.
“No, my lord,” Ham said with a full mouth, surprised he’d been the center of focus. That was one of the problems with being blind. You didn’t know when everyone was staring at you.
“Give him wine,” whispered a dying Pharaoh.
“Only water, if it pleases your majesty.”
“But you’ve told us how fond you are of wine,” Pharaoh said.
“That was once true, my lord. But these years in bed…I have at last been cured of drunkenness. It happened in Babel.”
“Babel. Strange you should speak that name.” Pharaoh’s hoarse whisper changed into dreadful coughing. He spat into the physician’s bowl.
“You must sleep, Pharaoh,” the high priest of Sekhmet said.
“How can I sleep?” wheezed Pharaoh. “The dream, the dream. It haunts me.”
Ham first thanked whoever handed him the glass and then slaked his thirst. Yesterday’s talk and his dream this night had left him famished. Eating and drinking here revived him. It was time now to stave off Pharaoh’s death—and perhaps save his own life.
“Sire,” Ham said.
“Shhh,” someone hissed.
“He’s sleeping at last,” another man said.
“No,” another said, gravely. “Pharaoh has stopped breathing.”
Mutterers moved into a clump. The whispers grew agitated. Finally, one man raised his voice. “Guard Captain, take the old one away. He’s no longer needed.”
“Back to his room?” the guard captain asked.
“…No. Kill him. Those were Pharaoh’s last orders.”
“Throttle him, or use a dagger?”
“Kill him! You decide how. Use your expertise.”
“I obey, Lord Chamberlain,” the guard captain said.
“Wait,” Ham said.
“Don’t make a mess of it,” the guard captain said, gripping Ham’s arm.
“Pharaoh!” Ham shouted. “Pharaoh.”
“He’s dead, you fool.”
“No. Pharaoh!”
A loud wheeze stilled everyone. Ugly coughing punctuated the quiet. Then, “Why is everyone staring at me?”
Silence ruled.
“Chamberlain, what is the meaning of this?”
“Pharaoh, we thought…”
“They thought you had died,” Ham said.
Groaning told of the struggle, and when next Pharaoh spoke, his voice came from higher up, as if he sat.
“I had a dream,” Pharaoh said. “A most strange—Guard Captain, why do you clutch Ham by the arm? Put him on the chair as I ordered.”
 “Yes, Pharaoh.”
Guided, Ham stumbled onto the chair, his knees giving way as he realized how near he had been to death. He tried to gather his wits, but failed. He heard voices and a snapping finger.
“Shake him,” Pharaoh said.
The hard grip hurt his arm, and his head jerked back and forth.
“Gently, Guard Captain,” Pharaoh whispered. “Ham? Can you hear me?”
“Yes, Sire.”
“You prattled endlessly yesterday. Now you wear a witless look.”
“I… forgive me, Sire.”
“Your words yesterday… They have made me dream strangely tonight. My seers could not interpret the dream, and the priests? They are fools. Only Sarai’s singing brought me peace. But now, the dream torments me again, and I wonder. Can you interpret the dream?”
“I am not a seer,” Ham said.
“Then you’re useless, a burden I will no longer tolerate. Guard Captain!”
“Pharaoh, you may yet live,” Ham said.
“No more of your mockery, old one. I’m dying. These fools thought I had already died.”
“Listen to me, Sire. I know why you are dying.”
“You speak like a honey-tongued charlatan,” Pharaoh said. “And I will not listen to more of your prattle, not when I lie on the threshold of death.”
“What is your dream, Pharaoh?” Ham asked.
“Are you suddenly a seer, old one?”
“I will not know until I hear the dream.”
A wheezing chuckle brought on coughing and more spitting. Until: “See how he clings to life. Oh, he is a serpent in his guile. If only I had your tenacity, old man. But then, maybe you are right. Maybe you should hear my dream after all.”
“You must rest, Pharaoh,” the high priest of Sekhmet said.
“Should I summon the nobles, Pharaoh?” the chamberlain asked.
“I am Pharaoh,” whispered the dying man. “Interrupt me again and the guard captain shall have two to slay this night, or maybe more. And you, old one, if you interpret my dream correctly, I may yet rescind your death sentence.”
“I will do my best, Sire,” Ham said.
“Of that, I have no doubt. Now listen—listen. I dreamt first of a cheetah. It raced across a plain gobbling hares and antelopes, and it grew until it devoured lions, and then it sprouted a horn. With the horn, it became the king of beasts. Then… oh no, my dream fades and I cannot remember more. But it was important. Oh, it, it seemed—I must remember the dream!”
“I can unravel it,” Ham said.
“How?” asked Pharaoh. “You are no seer. Or does your Jehovah grant you this knowledge?”
“The cheetah speaks of that which I had already determined to tell you today.”
“Give me no riddles, old man.”
“No riddle, Sire. The cheetah speaks of Nimrod the Mighty Hunter and what occurred when we first came to the plain of Shinar.”
“Nimrod, Shinar, Babel, those words… They were in my dream,” Pharaoh said.
“You must listen to the rest of my tale, Sire. That is what your dream says.”
“May I have permission to speak, Pharaoh?” the chamberlain asked.
“Speak, Lord Chamberlain.”
“He is a cunning—”
“But know, Chamberlain, that if your advice displeases me that I shall have you slain here, by the guard captain, and your head placed on a pole.”
“By your leave, Pharaoh, I withdraw my advice.”
“You are wise, Chamberlain. Old one, you may speak. Tell me the meaning of my dream.”
“It will be long in the telling, Sire.”
“This I know and accept. But you must be willing to accept that if I die before you finish, then you, too, will die.”
“Yes, Sire.”
“Then begin,” Pharaoh said. “We waste precious time.”
 





The Vision
 
1.
 
Nimrod plundered the dragon’s corpse. As the chief dragon-slayer, it was considered his right. He pried out the longest teeth, saving them in a basket. And with a sharp knife and over the course of two days, he flayed the hide from the carcass. The bloody meat he threw to the dogs.
“Maybe it will give them courage,” he said.
The dragon-heart, the size of an ox’s head, Nimrod roasted over a fire, letting the flames char it until it was black. He then sat on a rock and carved the bloody meat with his knife. He ate the slices one by one, pausing to swill wine as he gorged himself. He claimed later that the dragon’s heart changed him, made him more aware and able to see better the devices of others. Most people laughed at that. Although years later, they recalled his words and wondered if that wasn’t the source of his strength.
Kush and Deborah, meanwhile, talked the other elders into the idea that perhaps, after all these years, it was finally safe to trek into the lowlands.
“It has been over eighty years since the Ark landed in the New World,” Kush said. “In that time, no new floods have swept the Earth. Our fear of moving to the plains, to good soil where we can grow rich crops, seems like cowardice. Perhaps now that we’ve defeated the dragon, it is time to face this other fear and conquer it as well.”
To that end, Nimrod decided the tribe needed another band like the Scouts, which had been devastated by the dragon. He was the youngest of the sons of Kush, more the age of his father’s grandchildren. Nimrod had many nephews ten, twenty or even thirty years older than he was. So the young men he urged to join his band were generally of the generation after his.
“Here’s my goal,” he told them.
Four youths stood under a pine, one of them a brute compared to the others. They listened, with the settlement’s log walls in the distance. Nimrod rested his right foot on a rock and leaned a forearm on his up-thrust leg.
“I’m a hunter. From childhood on, all know that I’ve practiced the arts of the chase. I know the sling, the spear, the bow and the dagger. What’s more, I’ve learned to inure myself to cold, heat, thirst, hunger. Most of all, to fatigue. And I’ve trained myself to be courageous. When facing the dragon I wasn’t witless. Eel and I kept it from the settlement for as long as we could. Without us, Zidon would never have had the time to make his onager, nor Ham been able to fashion brimstone.
“Beor was a mighty hunter, the mightiest and greatest among us. He led the Scouts and taught them many skills. Alas, although it pains me to say this, Rosh, Geba and the Twins lost their lives through lack of courage. I say these things not to defame their memory or their deeds, but because it is on hunters that the survival of mankind rests. So, we must view the facts without mercy, without pity, relentlessly until the truth is known.”
Nimrod straightened. “You know about the fear of man that beasts are supposed to have. Jehovah, it is said, put this fear in them. Perhaps it is so. I saw little fear in the dragon, but then I don’t understand fear as well as I could, and maybe I didn’t know what to look for. Courage is what I seek, and the dragon had that, let me tell you.”
“You’re right,” one of the listeners said, a bearded brute with apelike arms, huge shoulders, stomach and oak-like thighs. His name was Uruk, and he was bigger than Nimrod.
“If the great beasts lack fear of man, what shall become of us?” Nimrod struck his chest. “My answer is simple. I’m a hunter. I hunt. Only now, instead of game, I propose to hunt the dangerous beasts. I’ll stalk the wolf, the leopard, the cave bear and the lion. Any beast that poses a threat to mankind, I’ll destroy. However, there are more beasts than I alone can slay. There is work here for others that also crave mighty deeds. But I don’t want just anyone to join. I wish for comrades, for fellow hunters brave and bold and skilled in the chase, for those who worship valor as much as I do.”
“We hunt,” Uruk said.
“Deer occasionally,” Nimrod said, “rabbits and antelopes if they happen across your path.”
“I’ve hunted wolves before,” a thin youth named Ramses said, a grandson of Menes. He was bony and fine-featured rather than muscular, although quick in his movements.
“You’ve hunted wolves?” Uruk asked, sneering at the smaller youth, sidling his bulky shoulders closer as if to compare them.
“I’m not an ape,” Ramses said, who stepped back with distaste. “I don’t wet myself whenever wolves howl.”
Uruk raised a big fist, with coarse hairs sprouting from the knuckles. “But you’d scream if I hit you.”
Ramses scooped up a rock. “The trouble is, before you touched me, you’d be laid out under this tree.”
Uruk hesitated, glancing at the others, before he snarled and lurched at Ramses. Nimrod grabbed Uruk’s arm, surprising them all by spinning the heavier man around. Nimrod shook his head at Ramses, who had made ready to swing the rock.
“Hear me out,” Nimrod said.
Uruk scowled, jerking his arm free, squinting at Nimrod. The dragon-slayer stood as tall, but not nearly as thick or heavy. “Tell him to drop his rock,” Uruk said.
“I will,” Ramses said, “when you cut off your fist.”
“Listen,” Nimrod said.
They looked at him.
“What about you others?” Nimrod asked. “Ever hunted wolves or bears?”
The others shook their heads, one of them a scrawny lad who kept coughing. He was the youngest.
“It’s like I thought,” Nimrod said. “A few shepherds are forced into chasing wolves, but that’s it.”
“I’m not a shepherd,” Ramses said.
“His father lives in the wilds,” Uruk said with a sneer. “They think they’re too good for the rest of us here in the settlement.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Nimrod said. “How many of you have pulled the tail of a lion?”
“Why would we do that?” Ramses asked.
“To test yourself,” Nimrod said, “and to build your courage. I mean to train a band of bravoes that poets will chant about for ages. And don’t think the maidens won’t notice who is brave and who isn’t. Throw down a lion-skin and see a girl’s eyes shine. I’m a hunter. I will hunt and, by it, I will make the world safe for humanity. Who will join me?”
Uruk did. Ramses said he’d have to think about it. The scrawny, coughing lad, a youth named Gilgamesh, also said he wished to join.
With other such speeches, Nimrod gathered fourteen fellows. So, for the next several weeks, Nimrod led them in a trek deep into the wilderness. Every morning, they arose at dawn to run up the slopes and climb cliffs. After drinking at a stream at noon, Nimrod taught them the finer points of javelin throwing, slinging and the spear. He took them on afternoon hunts. In the evening, over a roaring fire, they ate their kills. Next morning, they did it all over again.
After three weeks, Seba brought out shields in a wagon. The shields were constructed from the dragon’s hide. They were almost as long as a man was tall and narrow in width. The outer facing was bumpy like a crocodile’s skin and very tough. Five layers gave the shield its thickness, yet it was light, easy to use. Twin leather straps on the inside allowed the hunter to hold it. Seba, the oldest son of Kush, here at his father’s orders, also handed out spears with razor-sharp bronze points and thin daggers with bone handles.
They ran further and faster each day, becoming accustomed to fatigue, thirst and hunger. Nimrod took them to a valley swamp, and they waded through the slimy waters, spearing turtles and catfish. A few of the lads sickened. Nimrod pushed them regardless. Most revived, although one youth they carried home on a litter. Two weeks later, he returned, burning with shame and determined never to fall sick again. His name was Gilgamesh, and he was forever coughing. A slight, scrawny lad with a scraggly beard and soft hands that stayed soft no matter how hard he tried to toughen them, Gilgamesh had burning eyes. But whether that was from a fever—he always seemed to be sick—or real intensity, no one seemed to know.
Day after day, week after week, Nimrod’s hunters penetrated deep into the woods and climbed to the tops of mountains. They inured themselves by hard exercise. Finally, Nimrod thought them ready to hunt deer, elk and auroch. They brought great quantities of meat back to the palisade or they stopped at lonely cabins to visit their fellow tribesman and leave gifts of skins and provisions.
Once, however, the exchange went differently.
Uruk and Gilgamesh hunted together as a pair, the hairy, mammoth-sized hunter with forward sloping shoulders like a gorilla together with the slightest hunter. They stalked deer through the upland forest, having trudged without spotting game.
“Are you tired again?” Uruk asked.
“I’m fine,” whispered Gilgamesh, who had a sheen of sweat across his upper lip.
Huge Uruk, at twenty-four the oldest hunter, and with a bristling beard, critically eyed small Gilgamesh. They crept past pines, eyes alert and with bows in hand. Brown pine needles crumpled beneath their sandals.
“You look pale,” Uruk said, “like you’re going to vomit again.”
“Lower your voice,” whispered Gilgamesh. “You’ll scare the deer otherwise.” Then just as he said that, Gilgamesh clapped a hand over his mouth as his body shook. He tried to suppress his constant cough.
“Oh, that’s wonderful,” Uruk said. “Just don’t faint on me, okay? You’re not much, I admit—you probably weigh less than any of my sisters—but I still don’t want to carry you like we had to do before.”
Gilgamesh did feel like vomiting. The long days of training seemed to be killing him. He had returned before fully well. He yearned to slay a dragon, to be a hunter. The dragon had slain his father. He wanted to be brave, to be valorous, like Nimrod. His body shook once more as he suppressed his coughing. Why did he have to be so sickly?
Then Gilgamesh’s eyes widened. “Look,” he said, and because he opened his mouth, he coughed.
Uruk followed Gilgamesh’s finger. “Well, well,” said the beetle-browed Uruk. “I like this.”
A girl younger than either of them walked through the forest with a basket. She was a pretty, dark-haired thing with two pigtails tied with ribbons. She seemed to be following a butterfly.
“Hey!” Uruk yelled.
The girl whirled around. She had dirty legs, although they were tanned and lithe.
Uruk swaggered out of the trees.
“Remember to be polite,” Gilgamesh said, hurrying to keep up, coughing.
Uruk chuckled. “I’ll be polite, all right. Say. Isn’t that Ramses’ sister?”
Gilgamesh brushed his hot eyes. “I think so.”
“Even better,” Uruk said.
The girl smiled shyly at Gilgamesh.
“It’s Opis, isn’t it?” Gilgamesh asked.
She nodded, seeming pleased that he knew her name.
“What’s wrong?” Uruk asked. “Can’t you talk?”
“If I’ve got something to say,” said Opis, surely no older than twelve or thirteen.
“I’m Uruk. We’re hunters.”
“So is my father,” Opis said. “Whenever he’s not carving wood or making jewelry.”
“No, stupid,” Uruk said. “We’re the Hunters. Like the Scouts used to be.”
Opis narrowed her pretty eyes and cocked her head in a similar way as her brother Ramses. “You’re stupid for talking to me like that. Don’t you know who my father is?”
Smiling, revealing peg-like teeth, Uruk took two steps nearer and pushed her to the pine needles. Her basket flew from her fingers and berries scattered.
“What are you doing?” shouted Gilgamesh.
Uruk ignored him and advanced on Opis.
She scrambled to her feet.
As he coughed, Gilgamesh grabbed Uruk’s elbow. “You can’t do that.”
Uruk shoved Gilgamesh to the pine needles. “You touch me again and I’ll beat you black and blue. You won’t be in any shape to return to us after that.”
Opis screamed as Uruk grabbed her by the shoulders. She was tiny compared to him. “Quit your yelling,” he said, shaking her, making her pigtails flop.
Gilgamesh jumped up. His eyes were wild and his face was pale and sweaty.
“Stay out of this,” Uruk warned over his shoulder.
Gilgamesh hesitated. He feared Uruk. Everyone in the Hunters did.
Uruk turned back to Opis. “You’re pretty,” he said, and despite her struggles, he hugged her and tried to kiss her. She bit his lip. He yelled, and he slapped her across the face. She fell to her knees, stifling a sob as she pressed her palms against her cheek.
Uruk dragged her upright and enfolded her in his arms, making her seem to disappear. She screamed, thrashing, struggling. He hugged the breath out of her, laughing, planting wet kisses on her straining face.
Gilgamesh flushed hotter than ever. He trembled. Uruk was mean, and if he dared interfere, Uruk would probably beat him, yet Nimrod had said that his father Rosh had died because of a lack of courage. Gilgamesh never wanted it said of him that he lacked courage. So, as he coughed, he picked up his bow. Even though his hand shook, he strung an arrow. He hesitated, and then he whistled.
Uruk froze as he stared at Gilgamesh and the arrow aimed at his back.
Opis slithered free as tears dripped from her cheeks.
“You shoot me,” Uruk said, “and I’ll kill you.”
Gilgamesh would have liked to spit on the ground, but he was so scared that his mouth was bone dry.
“What’s going on here?”
Opis shouted, running to Ramses, flinging herself into her brother’s arms. A bow was slung over Ramses’s shoulder together with a brace of rabbits. He pried Opis from him, shoving her behind him.
“You hit my sister?” Ramses asked in amazement. Huge Uruk outsized him, but a dangerous, liquid motion put a flint knife in Ramses’ hand.
Uruk moved as if poked with a torch. He grabbed his bow and arrows where he’d dropped them and stepped beside Gilgamesh. “You fight with one Hunter, and you fight them all.”
Ramses glanced at Gilgamesh. “Are you standing with that swine?”
Opis peeked over Ramses’s shoulder, and Uruk turned toward Gilgamesh.
Gilgamesh swallowed. “I-I’m a Hunter.”
Ramses seemed to calculate. He sheathed his dagger and said to Opis, “Let’s go.”
“What about my basket?”
“Leave it for the pigs,” Ramses said, nodding toward Uruk and Gilgamesh. “We’re going to tell father.”
“Meet me here tonight,” Uruk shouted. “We’ll settle it then.”
Ramses didn’t bother turning around as he led Opis away.
Uruk eyed the retreating pair, as wheels seemed to turn in his mind. He said to Gilgamesh, “Don’t say anything to Nimrod about this, and I’ll forget you pulled a bow on me.”
Feeling more lightheaded than ever, Gilgamesh turned on his heel. Uruk snarled, lumbered after him and grabbed Gilgamesh by the collar, turning him around. He put his wide, bearded face an inch from Gilgamesh’s hot face. “I ought to throttle you here and now for aiming an arrow at me. And I will kill you unless you swear an oath never to speak about this to anyone.”
Despite the reek of Uruk’s onion breath and the man’s ponderous size and strength, Gilgamesh reacted before he realized what he did. He lashed out with his foot, catching Uruk in the groin. Uruk’s eyes popped forward. He let go.
“I’m going to kill you,” Uruk hissed. Then he dropped to the ground, groaning.
Terrified, Gilgamesh turned and ran, and back at camp and coughing constantly, he told Nimrod everything. Later in the week, Kush called Nimrod into his secret room. Kush had listened to an angry Menes, the grandfather of Opis and Ramses. Nimrod returned flushed from the meeting.
That night, the Hunters camped in the forest and sang songs while seated on logs around a campfire. Later, Nimrod rose and told the story of Beor, how the big man had acquired his great sloth cap.
“We already know the tale,” Uruk said halfway through the telling.
Nimrod eyed the hairy man. Uruk was bigger than any of them. He had larger hands than anyone Nimrod knew. “Strangler’s hands,” Ham had said on one occasion.
“I don’t think you do know the story,” Nimrod said. “Gilgamesh, what happened?”
Gilgamesh stopped coughing long enough to say, “Beor son of Canaan stalked a great sloth.”
“And?” Nimrod asked.
“Beor slew the great sloth,” Gilgamesh said. Stars glittered in the dark and the fire cast dancing shadows over the hunters and the background trees behind them.
“Then?” Nimrod asked.
Gilgamesh shook his head. “I don’t follow you, Nimrod.”
“What if I said that I think Beor made up the tale? What if I said Beor was a great liar and had never slain a great sloth?”
“Everyone’s seen his cap,” Gilgamesh said. He didn’t understand why Nimrod singled him out like this. All the other Hunters watched. They and he knew that his days were numbered in the Hunters. He just couldn’t seem to get well.
“Ah,” Nimrod said. “That’s good, Gilgamesh. Perhaps you’re not as strong as some people are, but you think. Thinking is important. So tell me, what does the cap signify?”
Gilgamesh’s eyes shone with delight. “Beor proved his deed by his great sloth cap.”
“Exactly,” Nimrod said. “Just as we should be able to prove ourselves at a glance. Even more than that, we should be able to rank ourselves that way.”
“How could we do that?” Uruk asked.
“By our caps,” Gilgamesh said.
Uruk glared at him. “What caps? I don’t see any caps.”
“Like Beor’s cap,” Gilgamesh said. “He skinned the great sloth and wore its head like a totem. That way, everyone knew at a glance his prowess as a hunter.”
Uruk scrunched his hairy eyebrow, a thick and singular one over small, narrowly placed eyes. “But we have no caps.”
Several hunters laughed, until Uruk silenced them with a scowl.
“We must earn them,” Nimrod said. “A hunter could only wear the head of a beast he’s slain.”
Uruk thought harder. “That would be our rank?”
“Yes,” Nimrod said, his smile gone and his eyes now intense on Uruk.
“But I’m the strongest,” Uruk said, returning the stare. “So I should be ranked highest no matter what kind of silly hat I wear.”
Everyone fell silent as Nimrod said, “Stand up, Uruk.”
The big man did.
“Does anyone doubt that Uruk is the strongest?” Nimrod asked in a quiet voice.
No one spoke.
“Gilgamesh,” Nimrod said. “Is Uruk the strongest?”
The hairy man glared at Gilgamesh.
“I think he might be,” Gilgamesh said, coughing.
“Chamoth, do you agree?”
“Yes, Nimrod.”
In the crackling light of the campfire, the athletic dragon-slayer gazed on his Hunters. He was broad-shouldered and lean-hipped and his eyes were magnetic as he flashed his white-toothed grin. Beside him, Uruk hulked like a bull, hairy, dull and fierce-eyed.
“It seems that you’re acclaimed the strongest,” Nimrod told Uruk.
“I am the strongest,” Uruk said.
“So you should be first?”
Uruk shuffled his feet and scowled. “I’m the strongest. None can best me, although some may run faster and catch swifter game.”
“Ah,” Nimrod said. “That’s good, Uruk. You’ve thought before you committed yourself, unlike the other day in the woods when you struck a girl, when you struck Opis.”
Uruk glared at Gilgamesh.
“I’m talking to you,” Nimrod said.
Uruk turned hard eyes on him.
“That was a foolish thing to do, Uruk.”
“I’m a Hunter,” Uruk said. “I take what I please. You’ve said so yourself; that’s how we’re going to live. Are you a liar?”
A tiny smile played on Nimrod’s lips. “I’m not a liar. I am Nimrod, and I am first. What’s more, I can prove it.”
“Because you’re the dragon-slayer?” Uruk asked.
“No,” Nimrod said, “because I’m going to thrash some sense into you.”
For a moment, Uruk said and did nothing. Then he roared and charged, with his head down and his mammoth hands outspread.
Nimrod sidestepped, clouting Uruk a heavy blow to the head. Uruk staggered, and Nimrod leaped behind him, twisting one of the thick arms. Uruk bellowed, and Nimrod tripped him, throwing Uruk onto his belly and pushing his face into the dirt as he jerked the arm cruelly behind the broad back.
Uruk gnashed his teeth as he struggled.
Nimrod jerked the massive arm harder.
Uruk groaned and his face paled.
“Should I break it?” Nimrod asked.
“No, no,” Uruk said.
“Are you a fool?”
“I am,” Uruk said.
“You will not harm Hamite girls, Uruk. Do you understand?”
“Yes, yes.”
Nimrod held tight as sweat pooled on Uruk’s heavy features. “Now, tell me this, friend. Who is first?”
“You are,” whispered Uruk.
“Louder. Let everyone hear.”
“You are first, Nimrod! You are first!”
Nimrod let go, leaping to his feet.
Uruk rolled over, eyeing him narrowly as he panted.
“Do you still wish to become a mighty man?” asked Nimrod. “Do you still wish to make a name for yourself that will shine throughout the ages?”
Uruk stared at the surprised, frightened faces around him. He stared at Gilgamesh watching openmouthed. Uruk looked to Nimrod and nodded.
“Then take my hand and know that Nimrod admires your valor and your fierce rage. Those are good things.”
Uruk reached up an outsized paw.
Nimrod gripped the big hand, and his eyes flashed. “As long as you also realize that I am first.”
“Nimrod is first,” Uruk said.
The athletic dragon-slayer drew the big man to his feet, slapping him on the back. He turned to the others, missing Uruk’s look of hatred at Gilgamesh. “Tomorrow we’ll be hunting for totems,” Nimrod said.
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The months passed. Beor healed slowly and eventually moved back into his father Canaan’s house, although Hilda remained with Rahab. And Ham, who had secretly vowed to slow his drinking, came over one day as Miriam brewed beer.
The recipe for the amber liquid was already ancient. In earthen jars, Miriam first soaked barley until it germinated and began to sprout. Then, like other brewers, she nibbled select grains, testing for sweetness, and at the right moment, she spread the sprouted seeds out to dry. This was the most vulnerable point of beer making, when any brewer had to keep a close watch over the greenmalt.
Soon, Miriam crushed the malted grain, flavored it with secret spices and honey, and pressed it into malt bread. With a shovel, she next mixed it in a pit with sweet aromatics. After that, she mixed hulled grains with the malt-bread and warmed it in a slow oven until she judged the texture just right. The goodness or sourness of a batch depended on this judgment. The readied mash she spread on a large cooling mat, adding to it in order to aid fermentation. Then she poured water into a vat and added the mash. The vat had a perforated base, and the water-mash mix, the beer, dripped into a second pot below the first, which contained the finished prize.
Miriam caught Ham listening to the dripping beer in the brewery shed, and although he at first declined, he left finally with several jugs.
His conscience reminded him of his secret vow, and at first, it was only a cup of beer to help him sleep at night. Then the thirst tormented him. So he sat with Zidon and swapped stories, letting his grandson fill his cup as they bragged about their dragon-killing exploits. Finally, one day, he took a jug and guzzled until he was roaring drunk.
Rahab scolded him for yelling at Hilda while drunk. The young dear had fled weeping into her room. Ham knocked when sober and told Hilda he was sorry. She smiled and kissed him on the forehead. The second time Rahab said nothing and Hilda told him it didn’t matter, she was used to being yelled at. The third time, Hilda moved back into Canaan’s house.
“I didn’t yell at her,” Ham said.
“No,” Rahab said. “But once you started on your first cup, Hilda said it would be better if she moved back. She said her father missed her and that even Semiramis had asked him when she was coming home. So, while you sang, I helped her pack.”
Ham’s head ached, and he felt wretched. He shuffled into his workroom and picked up his latest piece of ivory. As he carved, the stiffness left his fingers. For several minutes, keen concentration kept his mind blank. Then contrary ideas seeped in about poison, Beor, Semiramis, Hilda and his inability to stop drinking. He began to turn maudlin. Fortunately, a knock brought him around.
“Husband,” Rahab said, peeking in. “Nimrod would like a few words with you.”
Ham straightened his clothes and limped into the sitting room. “Nimrod!” he said. He tried to recall the name of the slight youth with him, a pale, fine-featured boy, who wore a wolf-cap and couldn’t stop coughing.
Ham snapped his fingers. “Gilgamesh.”
“Yes, Great Grandfather.”
Ham couldn’t remember who Gilgamesh’s father was. So he simply said, “How’s your father?”
“My father?” Gilgamesh squeaked.
“Rosh is his father,” Rahab said. “You remember. The dragon slew him.”
Ham cleared his throat, patting the boy’s shoulder. “I’m terribly sorry. Rosh was a good man.”
Gilgamesh looked stricken.
Ham sat across from them and wished somebody would change the subject.
Nimrod did, telling him the Hunters were off on a western expedition. “But, before we go, I wanted to give you this.” Nimrod passed over a leather-wrapped object. Ham showed Rahab.
“A present,” she said. “How thoughtful. What’s the occasion?”
“Open it,” Nimrod said.
Ham untied the strings and withdrew a dragon tooth with a leather thong so he could wear it. He held it up for Rahab as he thanked Nimrod. They chatted as Nimrod expounded on the purpose of the Hunters. Finally, the two young men said they needed to get ready, hugged Rahab and shook Ham’s hand and left.
“Will you look at this,” Ham said, handing over the dragon tooth.
Rahab handled it gingerly. “I’m very proud how you helped slay the dragon. Everyone saw how brave you were.”
Ham slipped the thong over his head, laying the tooth on his tunic. “I really didn’t do anything, just a bit of driving around.”
“Just driving around with a dragon breathing on you, and mixing the brimstone that killed it. No,” Rahab said. “Not much at all.”
“I still haven’t gotten a clear answer from Kush, whether any brimstone is left. Maybe I should talk to Canaan about it.”
Rahab chewed her lip.
After a hundred years of marriage, Ham recognized the sign. “What is it?”
“I know you’re fond of Nimrod, and it was polite of him to give you a dragon tooth. But I suspect the real reason was politic.”
“Regarding me?” Ham asked. “The elders make the decisions.”
“That’s not completely true. You know it makes everyone feel easier if you agree with Kush and Canaan.”
Ham adjusted the tooth. “Are you saying I didn’t earn this? That Nimrod gave it to me to keep me… happy?”
“Of course you earned it,” Rahab said. “And yet, doesn’t Nimrod make broad statements by the very act of handing them out?”
“His father approves.”
Rahab hesitated. “I wonder if the tooth is idolatrous.”
“Huh?”
“They call it a totem.”
“This?”
“A totem, Ham. In the Old World, they were filled with magic. We both know what Jehovah thinks of magic.”
“This isn’t magic.”
“It isn’t used that way yet.” Rahab sat beside him. “Maybe if our children prayed more, worshipped Jehovah more, I wouldn’t be so worried.”
“I suppose.”
“You should teach our children how to worship, how to pray.”
Ham could envision his children laughing at him as he tried to lead them in prayer. “Here,” they might say, “have a mug of this while you’re at it.”
He stood, nodding sagely.
“I’m serious, Ham.”
“I agree in principle. You know I do.”
Rahab folded her hands, and after a moment, she nodded. “Thank you, Ham.” With a sigh she rose, picking up cups and dishes and heading into the kitchen.
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For forty-five years, Rahab had tried to hold the sprawling clan together, ever since that fateful day Noah had cursed Canaan. She lay awake at nights much too often, and she prayed then, seeking Jehovah’s wisdom.
The Hunters… she frowned the next day as she boiled beeswax in a pot over the hearth. The honey had already been extracted from the honeycomb, leaving just the wax. She added another lump and waited with a wooden spoon. As wax rose, she ladled it into a jar. Later, she would melt the beeswax again and filter out more impurities. Then, melting the wax a last time, she would first place flaxen string into the middle of a mold and pour the beeswax around it. Once the wax cooled, she’d pry out the new candle and repeat the process until either the wax or the roll of flax string ran out.
The shutters hung open, and a cool breeze admitted the settlement noise of children screaming as they played tag outside. The screaming entered the house, a boy chasing a girl. Hilda burst into the hearth area, with young Enoch hot on her heels.
“Oh my,” Rahab said. “What’s going on?”
They skidded to a halt, sweaty and laughing, the boy dipping his head, and Hilda curtsying.
“We’re playing tag, Great Grandma,” Hilda said.
“Are you it?” Rahab asked.
“No, Enoch is. He can’t catch me.”
“Tag!” screamed Enoch, slapping her back and darting out the kitchen laughing like a madman.
Hilda hugged Rahab. “Thank you for letting me stay before.”
“Is your father feeling better?”
Hilda’s features hardened with concentration. “I’m not sure. He yells more.”
“Yells?”
“At… He yells at Semiramis.”
Rahab, who had begun to ladle rising beeswax, regarded Hilda.
“I know I should call her Mother. At least everyone says I should.” Hilda fidgeted. “She doesn’t treat me like a mother.” Hilda looked even more cross and stared at the floor. “I’m not supposed to say that.” She looked up. “You won’t tell, will you?”
“Tell who, darling?”
“Semiramis. Mother!” Hilda corrected. “I mean my mother, or stepmother.” Hilda’s face threatened to crumple into tears.
“Of course I won’t tell.”
“Thank you, Great Grandma. And I promise not to come running in here anymore.”
“But I want you to.”
Hilda blinked. “You do? You’re not just saying that?”
Rahab’s mouth firmed. “Did somebody say you were bothering me?”
“Uh…”
“Who told you that?”
“Do you promise you won’t tell?”
“Yes, dear.”
“Semiramis did. Is it all right if I don’t call her mother?”
Rahab studied the young dear, who clutched the front of her dress, leaning her weight from leg to leg. “You have to listen to your parents, my dear.”
“I know,” Hilda said, hanging her head.
“But while you’re with me—just the two of us alone—then you can call her Semiramis.”
Hilda brightened, and it seemed as if tears of happiness would spill.
Anger bit into Rahab, that such a simple action could bring such strong reactions. “I love you, Hilda. And I love it when you visit. You must promise to come over tomorrow and the next day after that.”
“I will, Great Grandma.” Hilda smiled. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Of course.”
“Why does Semiramis put on perfume only in the afternoon? She smells beautiful then. But as soon as she comes home, she soaps herself thoroughly, washing off the nice smell.”
“Maybe I’ll have to ask Semiramis tomorrow when I take a stroll.”
“You won’t tell her I said it?”
“Of course not, dear.” Rahab caught movement by the door and smiled at the sight of little Enoch peeking around the corner. “I have to finish boiling the beeswax. So why don’t you go play with Enoch, and come and see me again tomorrow.”
“I will,” and Hilda turned and leaped at Enoch.
He screamed in delight, dashing away. Hilda sprinted after him and out of the house.
Rahab ladled wax into a pot, and her features grew stern.
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Tall Semiramis whistled off-key as she strolled along the forest trail. Her dark hair shone luxuriously. It had been fixed into curls so they framed her face. She wore a yellow dress that swished around her knees and soft deerskin boots that reached as high. The sway of her hips always turned heads, while the bewitching power of her green eyes…
As she wiped a cobweb from her shawl, Rahab stepped out of the underbrush, with two hounds beside her.
Semiramis halted wide-eyed. “What are you doing out here, Grandmother?”
“Me?”
The wind whispered, rustling leaves. A few songbirds trilled, while a lone cloud drifted overhead. “Surely you’re not out here alone,” Semiramis said.
Rahab’s wrinkled hand settled on the head of the nearest hound, a shaggy dog with a wolfish snout. She stood only as tall as Semiramis’s shoulders.
“Are you lost?” Semiramis asked, with insincere-sounding worry.
“No. But I wonder if you are.”
Semiramis’s features sharpened as if someone had slapped her. She looked about again, and she nodded briefly as if to herself.
“I sent Nimrod home,” Rahab said.
“Did you now? What was he doing out here?”
“He waited nearby,” Rahab said, “just leaning against a tree, doing nothing.”
“Ah. How did you happen to find him?”
“By watching you earlier.”
“Me, Grandmother? I don’t understand.”
“Please,” Rahab said, “let’s not pretend, you and I, not today.”
Semiramis raised lofty, carefully plucked eyebrows.
Rahab shuffled nearer, the dogs keeping pace. She sniffed.
“Do I stink, Grandmother?”
“Quite the opposite, my dear. What a lovely perfume.”
Semiramis folded her arms. “Is it wrong to walk down a trail and wear perfume at the same time?”
Rahab tightened the shawl around her. She kept in mind Hilda, how awfully Semiramis treated her. It helped a little. The truth was, Semiramis frightened her—as if after all these years, she finally got to face Naamah and found her quite too much to handle.
“Let me ask you a counter question,” Rahab said. “It is wrong to commit adultery?”
Semiramis’ manner became icy. She gestured with a hand but remained silent.
“I’ll answer since you seem unable to,” Rahab said. “Yes, sleeping with someone other than your husband is wrong.”
“Thank you,” Semiramis said. She seemed to have paled. “I know very well what adultery is.”
“I imagine you do.”
“You don’t want to begin with me, Grandmother.” Semiramis clenched her lower lip between her teeth, as if perhaps to bite off her words.
Rahab inched closer even though her heart beat faster and her palms had turned sweaty. She hated confrontations and was glad to have brought the two hounds. She sensed wickedness in Semiramis.
“Have you thought what would happen if Beor killed Nimrod?”
“It would be a terrible tragedy,” Semiramis said. “The tribe would mourn.”
“Agreed.”
“But why ask me that?”
“Think what life would be like if you were driven from the tribe,” Rahab said. “How would you survive?”
“I’m shocked you think so evilly of me,” Semiramis said. “I admit, I like Nimrod. He’s a hero. But my husband is also a hero. I could never betray Beor.” Semiramis drew her eyebrows together. “Do you realize the heartache your accusations could bring?”
“I understand; don’t think I don’t.”
“Then why?” asked Semiramis. “You’re not usually cruel.”
“Why are you lying to me?” Rahab asked. “Why this pretending?”
“Grandmother! Please.”
“I know the power of a woman’s beauty, Semiramis, and the dreadful woe it can bring when her ambitions are relentless like the grave. I urge caution. For you sow the wind and will reap the whirlwind.”
Semiramis folded her arms more tightly.
“Think at least of your obligations,” Rahab said.
“Which are?”
“Hilda!”
“Do you think it’s wise to plow in my field, Grandmother, when your own has so many thorns? Your husband is a drunkard, is he not?”
“What if I tell the elders you sleep with Nimrod?”
“Then you’d be lying. And you’d be responsible for starting a war between Canaan and Kush, with everyone choosing sides. I can’t imagine you want that.”
“These meetings with Nimrod must stop.”
Semiramis gauged her carefully. “How can I stop what I don’t do?”
Rahab readied to retort.
Semiramis held up a hand. “Very well. To satisfy you, yes, they’ll stop. If I did meet with him, I couldn’t very well continue. Nimrod and his Hunters are leaving soon. I couldn’t see him then even if I wanted to.”
Rahab wasn’t fooled. But what else could she do other than bring this to the elders and possibly split the tribe over it? “Thank you, Semiramis. I’m glad you see wisdom.”
“May I go?”
“I really did send him home,” Rahab said.
“Of course. I simply wanted to think a few things through. You’ve shocked me. A thing I admit seldom happens these days.”
Rahab nodded, and the two women passed as each went their way.
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The Hunters left as the winter rains began. Fourteen lads led by Nimrod filed out the front gate, each of them wearing an animal cap and an oiled cloak.
Heavy clouds continued to belch hail and rain, and many feet churned the settlement’s lanes into mud. Shepherds tramped to their chores with dripping hoods and bronze-smiths repaired plows and tools to the drumbeat of sleet.
Ham could never get a clear answer about the brimstone. The one time he cornered Kush in his house, a closet of bones sidetracked him.
“What are those?”
“Those are Nimrod’s,” Kush said.
The closet, a large one, was full of huge bleached bones, piles of them, and a massive skull.
“Are those the dragon’s?”
Kush said they were.
“Why does he keep them?”
“Ask Nimrod,” Kush said. “He’s impossible to pin down on them.”
“Like you on brimstone?” Ham asked.
“Why worry about brimstone?” asked Deborah, speaking from behind her fan. “If my husband has none, you’re the only one who can mix brimstone again. If he saved some, then by now he has studied the amounts of naphtha, bitumen and pitch needed to make more.”
“Why would you need more brimstone?” Ham asked.
Deborah laughed. “What if Japheth decided to take Noah at his word? To make slaves of Canaan and his sons?”
“Japheth isn’t stupid enough to bring his boys into open war against mine. Not even Noah’s curse can give Japheth that much courage.”
Kush grunted as he picked up a dragon bone. His dark fingers contrasted with it. “But if Japheth and his tribe did attack, a hail of brimstone would change their minds.”
Ham took the bone from Kush. “Was this the dragon’s forearm, do you think?”
Kush shrugged.
“What about Japheth’s sons?” asked Deborah. “Perhaps Japheth won’t attack us, but Gomer, Magog and Javan all hold Noah in high esteem, and their mother has taught them to think of themselves as kings. Surely they’ve talked about the curse. Maybe to obey Jehovah, they should enslave Canaan. Maybe some of them think the curse includes all your sons.”
Ham shook his head. “We’re all brothers.”
“Like Cain was Abel’s brother?” Deborah asked.
Ham gave up and hurried into the foul weather. He hunched his shoulders against the drizzle and tossed a hood over his head.
“Grandfather!”
Ham turned into the drizzle. Beor used crutches, thrusting them into the mud, to swing his massive body onto his good leg. Beor wore his outrageous cap and a hairy coat that made him seem like some forest beast.
“I need your help.”
“Mine?” Ham asked, getting the impression Beor struggled to control his emotions.
“I need a wooden leg, one I can walk on.”
Ham tried to picture that.
“Then I want a chariot like yours,” Beor said.
“Ah,” Ham said. “I see.”
“No. I don’t think you do see. I don’t think anyone does. But that doesn’t matter. I’ll hunt again. Only instead of legs, I’ll use wheels. And instead of the spear—” The big man glowered. “The bow isn’t my first choice. But I’ll learn to use it. Will you help me?”
“If you’ll let me get out of the rain,” Ham said.
Five days later, Beor clumped about on a peg leg, although it took several weeks before he maneuvered without crutches. The chariot took longer.
Ham appreciated Beor’s help, while Hilda often joined them. As they worked, Ham noticed that Beor never mentioned Semiramis, nor did the beauty ever come out to watch the chariot take shape. When Ham ate at Canaan’s on two occasions, he noticed that neither Beor nor Semiramis spoke to one another.
Beor held up the chassis as Ham hammered on a wheel. It didn’t have spokes like Antediluvian chariots. This wheel was cumbersome and heavy. To fashion it, Ham had taken three wood sections cut from a plank and laboriously smoothed the edges to a circular shape. In the middle section, the longest piece, he had chiseled out the axle-hole. He had joined the three pieces by cross struts and nailed a leather strip, or tire, around the entire wheel.
This chariot would sit low on four such wheels. The small chassis was made of a wooden bottom and was U-shaped, with a step in the rear, in the open part of the U. A wooden frame on the sides covered with leather bound the remainder, except for the front, which was made of two shields. Later, the reins would pass through the V between the shields.
They worked in a shed, wind whistling through the boards.
“I hope I’m not intruding into private affairs,” Ham said.
“What was that?” growled Beor.
Ham coughed discreetly. “Well… you say very little about Semiramis.”
“What would you like me to say?”
“Is she treating Hilda well?”
Beor narrowed bloodshot eyes. “Has my daughter complained?”
“No. Of course not.”
“She’d better not.”
Ham lowered his hammer. “Don’t you love your daughter?”
Beor grunted as he set the cart onto its wooden blocks. “I appreciate your help, Grandfather. But does that mean I’m compelled to let you ask me stupid questions?”
“Why is what I asked stupid?”
“Let me put it this way.” Beor spoke softly. “Is your question worth dying for?”
Ham noted how Beor’s massive fingers turned rigid like claws, how the skin around his mouth firmed. Worried, Ham tried to straighten from the wheel. A heavy hand on his shoulder made that impossible.
“Speak, old man. As you value your life, tell me the truth.”
Murder lust boiled on the big man’s features. So Ham chose his words with care. “You two never talk. So I just wanted to make sure that nothing I’ve said has come between you.”
Beor searched his face, the pupils darting back and forth, until he grunted and removed his hand.
“I’m sorry if I’ve upset you,” Ham said.
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Certainly.”
“Ever,” Beor said. “Don’t mention this to anyone.”
Ham decided he’d learn what was going on when the time was right and not a moment sooner.
When they had finished the chariot, Beor insisted on a four-donkey team. “I’ve lost a leg, but I still outweigh you. And don’t tell me four donkeys are harder to manage than two. I’ve both the time and the inclination to learn.”
A donkey was a finicky beast, not like the horses of old. A donkey seemed to have only two speeds, a walk slower than that of a man and a breakneck gallop. A donkey’s tractability, his willingness to obey… it took many hours to train a chariot donkey, as Ham could well attest. But once trained, he found them tractable enough. The telling point in Beor’s wish was the neckband used to harness a donkey. An ox had prominent shoulders that were easy to yoke and allowed the animal to transfer his great strength into pulling heavy loads. A donkey’s narrow shoulders, however, would slip through such a yoke—it was the reason for the neckband. Yet as soon as a donkey drew a load, the neckband constricted its windpipe, choking him if the load was too heavy. A donkey was more spirited than an ox and refused to pull against a neck harness harder than it found comfortable. It was the reason a chariot had to be built as lightly as possible. The exception to this rule being the time the dragon had chased them. Then, even with an overloaded cart and half-choking, the donkeys had run for their lives.
Despite foul weather, the day everything was ready, Beor insisted that Ham teach him how to drive. Having anticipated such a request, Ham had already half-trained four donkeys. So, that afternoon, Beor and he rattled out the front gate, making trails in the snow.
“It’s like a ship,” Ham explained, bundled in his furs. “You need sea balance.”
“I’ve never seen a ship,” heavily-bearded Beor complained.
Ham held the reins with gloved hands and stood easily. Beside him, Beor leaned against the railing, watching intently.
“I want you to notice how I absorb the shock with my legs.”
“You use your knees,” Beor said after awhile.
“You have only one knee, I know. But the other—”
“Don’t worry about me.”
Ham wondered whether the big man meant to be so brusque. Did he know how terse, how moody he’d become? More than a leg had been amputated from Beor. All his good nature, the ability to smile or crack a joke had been cut out of him.
“Another thing to be aware of is the turn radius,” Ham said. “Antediluvian chariots could spin almost right around, and that at high speeds. Our four-wheeled cart, at anything above the slowest speeds, has a wide turn radius. With this vehicle, only attempt high speeds on open, level terrain.”
They soon switched places, and by dint of sheer effort, Beor gained a learner’s competence.
As they returned to the settlement, Beor insisted that Ham drive. Ham agreed, trying not to show off as he brought them through the gate.
They released the donkeys into a corral, threw a tarp over the chariot and headed down a muddy lane to Canaan’s smithy.
“Your driving is more skillful than I’d realized,” Beor said, squelching mud under his big boot.
Ham nodded.
“What you did when the dragon chased you.” Beor halted. “I would have died if I’d been driving.”
“And I would have died if it had been me who charged the dragon with a club. Our skills are relative.”
A wintry smile twisted Beor’s lips. He held out a huge paw. “My thanks. I won’t forget you or what you’ve done for me.”
Ham shook hands, and as much as he wanted to, he refrained from asking what that was supposed to mean.
“I’ll take them out myself tomorrow,” Beor said.
“Tell me when you’re ready to race.”
The smile cracked a little wider, and Beor turned and clumped away.
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A hard spring rain melted the snow, and fifteen weary Hunters loped through the gate like a pack of hungry wolves.
Within the hour, Kush, Canaan, Put and Menes met, with an extra chair for Ham beside a roaring fire and two for Nimrod and Gilgamesh.
Gilgamesh still had a scraggly beard and otherwise smooth features, but there seemed to be a certain aggressiveness to him that hadn’t been there before. The changes to Nimrod were subtler. He moved the way a king of lions might. He also cradled a cheetah cub in the crook of his arm, scratching its ears as he waited for the elders to settle into place.
“We’re glad for your safe return,” Canaan said.
“Yes. Jehovah be praised,” Ham said.
His sons glanced at him, while Gilgamesh momentarily lost some of his self-possession.
“Jehovah?” Nimrod asked.
“Uh, yes,” Ham said.
“We didn’t see Jehovah during the journey. Although many times my Hunters revived themselves through force of will. Together we chased hyenas, slew a pack of wild dogs and bagged a bull elephant.” Nimrod grinned. “We ate like kings after that. And from the soles of the elephant’s pads, we fashioned new shoes. That is how we survived. Through valor and cunning, not upon an unseen being’s whims.”
Ham plucked at his beard, while Put shifted uneasily.
“The important thing is that you’re back,” Canaan said. “All of you.”
“Perhaps as important,” Nimrod said, “is that my father’s prediction was right.”
“How so?” Canaan asked.
“The land of milk and honey,” Nimrod said, “isn’t that what you predicted, Father?”
Kush nodded.
Nimrod flashed his smile and described the Land between the Two Rivers, with its herds of antelopes, asses and elephants and lions, hyenas and wild dogs. He spoke of rich soil without trees or stones in it, so they wouldn’t have to waste time clearing fields. Just plant the seeds and abundant crops would pop into existence. “As the fields yielded during the Antediluvian times, our fields will do likewise on the plain of Shinar.”
“Shinar?” Menes asked.
“A name coined by my father,” Nimrod said.
“Where did you learn this name?” Menes asked.
Kush made an airy gesture.
“I foresee a mighty culture,” Nimrod said, “one of artistic brilliance and walled cities.”
“You’ve become a poet,” Canaan said.
“A dreamer,” said Put, not unkindly.
“Rather I dare to believe in what we can achieve,” Nimrod said. “As a foretaste of our coming glory, I’ve already named the Twin Rivers the Tigris and the Euphrates.”
Ham sat up. “Those are the names of two of the four rivers that once flowed out of Eden.”
“Yes,” Nimrod said, “for I foresee a new Eden.”
Menes laughed good-naturedly. He was imperiously tall, the tallest of Ham’s sons. “I’m curious, Nimrod. How did you acquire the cheetah cub?”
“Him?” Nimrod said, rubbing the cub’s head.
A knock interrupted the meeting, and Miriam, Canaan’s wife, who still wore a turban, hurried in with tears.
“What it is, wife?” Canaan said.
She handed him a piece of parchment.
Puzzled, Canaan scanned it and grew pale. He dropped the note as he fell into the nearest chair.
Kush walked to his brother and put his hand on Canaan’s shoulder, whispering.
Canaan shook his head.
Miriam said, “Beor has left.”
“What do you mean left?” Menes asked.
“Gone to Japheth,” wept Miriam.
“Japheth?” Ham asked. “Whatever for?”
“Surely he can’t get far on one leg?” Nimrod said.
“He has a chariot,” Ham said. “One we built together.”
“Oh,” Nimrod said.
Gilgamesh asked, “Did he go alone?”
Nimrod jumped up in alarm, but only Ham noticed.
“Why would he leave?” wept Miriam. “Why?”
“What does the note say?” Ham asked.
Nimrod picked it off the floor, his features stark. “Just that he’s leaving.” He approached Miriam. “Did Beor… did he leave alone?”
“What?” Miriam asked.
“Did Semiramis go with him?” Nimrod asked.
“Oh, both Semiramis and Hilda,” Miriam wept. She turned to Canaan. “Husband, what are we going to do?”
“Gilgamesh!” Nimrod said. “Gather the Hunters.”
“What’s wrong, my son?” Kush said.
A wild look filled Nimrod. Then he and Gilgamesh bolted out the door.
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Hilda wore a fur jacket like the others, and she hung onto chariot railing, watching the dreary landscape.
Stepmother Semiramis slouched morosely in the chariot, with her hands bound behind her back and while bundled in a giant fur parka caked with mud. Her father flicked the reins, staring ahead and never looking down at her or his wife. The chariot wheels churned through mud, the donkeys trudging dutifully as the whip cracked now and again behind their twitching ears.
Several bags of jerky and waterskins, two blankets, axes, daggers and a bow and arrow-case completed their possessions.
“I don’t understand why we’re leaving,” Hilda said.
“Be quiet,” her father said, not angrily, but a command nonetheless.
“We’re leaving because he can’t have me,” Semiramis said.
Hilda stared at her. Then she glanced up at father, at her huge father with his granite face, his mouth compressed and his eyes hard on the horizon.
“Because you two don’t sleep in the same room?” Hilda whispered.
Semiramis nodded.
“But, but… You two no longer lie together?” Hilda asked. She had often spoken with her friends about the subject. They had often seen sheep and cattle mate, to say nothing about dogs and chickens. They understood about procreation, and that the adults didn’t like to be eavesdropped on when they did it.
“I will not lie with a cripple,” Semiramis said.
Beor nudged her with his peg leg. “Watch your mouth, you harlot. That’s my daughter you’re speaking to.”
Semiramis turned away.
The chariot lurched along the trail; the wheels clattering over a stony section as they passed gloomy woods perched on a slope. A dead, lightning-burnt pine stood among the living trees, with a raven sitting in its nest on an upper branch and watching them. Hilda eyed the raven, wondering if she would ever come home again.
Beor let the donkeys run. The small beasts trotted for hours, tireless but stubborn, strange creatures, resembling the mythic horses but having none of their legendary grace and beautiful speed.
Semiramis watched the terrain dull-eyed, and from time to time, she scanned the horizon. They had left several hours before Nimrod’s return and knew nothing about it.
The sun sank toward the horizon and a cold wind blew, with the hint of more rain in the air.
“Take a good long look around,” rumbled Beor.
Semiramis glanced at him, sneering. “Will you chain me like a dog at Japheth’s?”
“Don’t be ludicrous.”
“You can’t always watch me,” she said.
“Believe me, that isn’t my intention,” Beor said.
Semiramis fell into moody silence, and she elbowed Hilda, who had fallen asleep against her.
Hilda stirred, rubbing her eyes. “I’m cold, Daddy.”
“Huddle against Semiramis,” he said.
“No,” Semiramis said. “I don’t want your brat touching me.”
Beor drew the reins, and when they stopped, he threw the brake. “Stay here,” he told Hilda.
Semiramis paled as fear coursed through her eyes. Beor propelled her out of the chariot.
“Daddy?”
“Stay here,” Beor said.
Hilda swallowed. She watched them pass a boulder and enter a stand of trees. Soon, she heard her father. He spoke sternly, then too quietly for her to hear. In time, Semiramis staggered back into sight, with Beor clumping after her.
“Well?” he said.
Semiramis mumbled something unintelligible.
Beor’s face seemed to turn to stone.
Semiramis caught the change. She told Hilda, “I’m sorry. You’re not a brat.”
Hilda nodded.
Beor’s flesh seemed to soften. He blinked and took a deep breath. “We can still travel,” he said.
They climbed into the chariot and made another league before the first star appeared.
“No fire tonight,” Beor said.
So they shivered together under the same blanket, their warmth keeping each other from freezing and the woods blocking some of the wind. In the morning, they resumed the trek. They reached lower ground, and the sun warmed the air.
The chariot jolted, and so did Semiramis. “I know you’re stronger than me,” she began near noon.
Beor grunted, while Hilda raised her chin. She’d been in a daze, not asleep and not really awake. She slid away from Semiramis and hugged her drawn-up knees.
“You have the power to beat me if you want to,” Semiramis said.
Beor glanced at her.
“I know you think you have cause to hate me,” Semiramis said.
Like a burned-out torch, Beor revealed not a thing.
“Several years ago, you bought me like a dog or a sheep from my father,” Semiramis said. “I was a prize, another thing like your cap to point to. You never loved me, never cared for me the way—”
He held up his hand, and the hint of a frown played on his lips.
Semiramis followed his stare, looking back along the trail. Trees grew here and there, rocks and boulders littered the ground and tuffs of winter grass.
Hilda glanced back. In the distance, men with long shields jogged after them. Hilda pulled on his coat. “Look, Daddy.”
“I see them.”
Semiramis clapped both hands over her mouth as tears sprang to her eyes.
Beor studied the distant men, obviously Hunters by their long, narrow shields, four of them. The Hunters hailed them, at least indistinct voices drifted on the breeze.
“Nimrod isn’t getting you, my pretty little harlot,” Beor said.
Hilda shrank from her father. How could he speak like that?
“Hiya!” shouted Beor, flicking the reins. The donkeys trotted faster, bit by bit pulling away from the distant Hunters.
“Can you keep away from them all the way to Japheth Land?” Semiramis asked.
Beor ignored her as he scanned ahead.
Hilda watched the Hunters. They loped tirelessly, two men ahead of the other two.
“If you kill me, then Nimrod will kill Hilda.”
Hilda moaned.
“What cruelty makes you scare a child?” Beor asked. “I’ve never threatened you with death, never even laid a hand upon you in anger.”
Semiramis hunched under her heavy jacket and remained silent.
Beor turned the donkeys down a deeper grade. The chariot rolled faster. In the distance threaded the blue ribbon of a river and a forest beyond it.
Semiramis readjusted her position. Hilda crouched spellbound and terrified, and she touched her throat, wondering if Nimrod and his Hunters would really cut hers.
A quarter-league later, as the grade leveled out and more grass appeared than stones, Semiramis screamed and sprang out of the chariot. She rolled end over end on the ground, while Beor shouted with rage and drew the reins.
Dazed, shaking her head, Semiramis struggled to her knees and then to her feet. She ran for the Hunters in the distance. Their cries floated on the breeze.
Cursing, with his thick fingers rigid, Beor lashed the donkeys. They brayed and dashed after Semiramis. Within the rattling chariot, Hilda climbed to her feet, watching the tableau as she clung tight. Sunlight glinted off distant spears. Nearby, Semiramis threw a terrified glance over her shoulder. The heavy coat impeded her running as it flapped around her ankles. She wheezed and shrieked as the chariot neared. With desperation, she leaped and rolled, and Beor’s outstretched fingers missed her. He drew rein. She struggled up again and ran, doubled over and gasping.
Hissing through his teeth, his face crimson and hard like slate, Beor drew a spear from a slotted holder.
“No, Daddy, please! Don’t kill her. Don’t kill her,” Hilda sobbed.
Lashed to run, the donkeys once more closed on a zigzagging Semiramis.
The Hunters no longer looked so distant. Nimrod ran in the lead, followed by Gilgamesh, Chamoth and bull-like Uruk further behind.
Hilda clung to the railing, seeing the bitter determination on her father’s bearded face. They neared Semiramis. Beor held onto the reins with one hand, leaned against the railing nearest Semiramis and reached out with the spear. He swung and cracked the wood against the back of Semiramis’ knees. She screamed, pitched to the dirt and grunted as the air whooshed out of her. She lay stunned. Beor turned the chariot, bringing it near her prone but breathing body.
Beor leaped from the cart and lifted her and half-pushed and half-carried her to the chariot. Stashing her in the cart, he picked up the reins and roared at the hard-breathing donkeys.
“Beor!” Nimrod shouted.
Beor didn’t look back. Concentration filled him as the stubborn donkeys began to run.
The fastest Hunter of all, a slim youth named Dakis, rose like a lion from the grass, a flint-tipped javelin in his fist. He must have been sent ahead some time ago, a sprinting scout. He heaved the javelin, not at Beor but at the chariot team.
The donkey nearest the Hunter hee-hawed awfully and stumbled, dragging the chariot to a halt.
Surprised, thrown against the railing, Hilda bounced backward and fell out. She saw her father grab his bow. Semiramis, half-awake again, shrieked, kicking out, her heels striking Beor’s good leg. He hopped out the chariot, out of range of her legs, and he began to string the heavy bow.
“Beor!” shouted the Hunter. Dakis tore a stone knife from his scabbard, and he hurled his sweat-slicked body at the massive man. Beor dropped the bow and snatched a hand-axe from his belt. He ripped a savage uppercut, the bronze axe-blade shattering Dakis’s flint knife and driving up against his jaw, splitting bone to jar into the Hunter’s lower teeth.
Dakis pitched to the side of the trail, groaning, bleeding profusely.
In that time, Nimrod and Gilgamesh neared, sweat dripping from them and their sides heaving as they blew white-misted breath. Chamoth and Uruk stumbled after them, but were still a ways behind.
Hilda stared at the gasping, javelin-wounded beast. Even she knew it would take time to cut that donkey out of the harness and for them to get going again. She glanced at the Hunters. The Dragon-Slayer looked as angry as her daddy did. The little man with a wolf-cap almost drooping over his eyes seemed scared, and he coughed, sending mist puffing out his open mouth.
Beor snarled, limping at Nimrod, perhaps deciding to finish this for good.
Nimrod slowed, and he half-hid behind his narrow shield. He held his spear one-handed and panted uncontrollably. “You bastard,” he shouted.
Beor’s eyes smoldered, and his heavy beard bristled. “Let’s finish it, little puppy. You and me.”
Nimrod motioned Gilgamesh back. The other two Hunters yet staggered to join them. As Nimrod used his forearm to wipe sweat out of his eyes, Beor bellowed and charged with a limp. Nimrod thrust out his shield and jabbed with his spear, perhaps surprised at Beor’s ability to cover distance with a peg leg. Beor seemed to have been waiting for just such a hasty move. For all his bulk, Beor twisted deftly, grabbed the spear behind the sharp head and jerked, yanking the spear from a startled Nimrod. Beor brought his axe down. Nimrod blocked with his shield and leaped back. Beor also leaped back, switching the spear to his right hand. He roared and hurled, and the spear tore through the five layers of shield—only luck saved Nimrod. The head sank into his side, ripping flesh but not vitals.
“Stop!” Gilgamesh shouted, who had strung his bow. An arrow now aimed at Beor.
“You and me, Nimrod!” Beor shouted.
Nimrod pressed his hand against his bloody side. He appeared dazed.
Beor shook his axe as spittle flew from his mouth. “Coward! Fight me!”
Chamoth staggered near. He wheezed and was pale and trembling, with his eyes glazed. Uruk stamped behind him and was covered in sweat, swaying and then dropping to his knees and vomiting as he sobbed.
“A fine crew,” Beor said. “They’re worthy of having an adulterer for a leader.”
“Don’t blame him,” Gilgamesh said, coughing hoarsely. “Semiramis has thrown herself at Nimrod.”
“Set down your coward’s weapon, boy. Then you can throw yourself at me,” Beor said.
Nimrod drew a dagger. With shaky fingers, Chamoth strung his bow. Uruk raised his head, looking sick, but he swayed upright and pulled a dagger out as sweat bathed him.
“Are you too afraid to continue facing me man-to-man?” Beor growled.
A tight smile spread onto Nimrod’s face. He motioned his men back as he took a step toward Beor.
“No!” a panting Chamoth shouted. “Listen to me, Uncle. You may have your life. Nimrod has promised us this. But you must leave him Semiramis.”
“Look at what he did to Dakis,” Uruk said. “Beor can’t go free now.”
“Dakis attacked him,” Chamoth said. “Nimrod, you promised not to kill Beor.”
“No one’s killing me,” snarled Beor.
“You may live,” Nimrod said, with blood soaking his tunic. “But you must leave Semiramis.”
Beor spat on the ground.
“Please, Uncle,” Chamoth said. “Don’t force them to kill you.”
Beor roared and rushed, with his axe raised.
With a hiss, Gilgamesh’s arrow sped into Beor’s meaty shoulder.
Beor fell back. Hilda screamed. Semiramis staggered to her feet, dodging past Beor and into Nimrod’s arms so she smeared his blood onto her clothes. She wept, and Nimrod scowled on seeing her bruised face and mud-matted hair.
“You dare not slay Beor,” Gilgamesh whispered, a second arrow notched and ready. “It would forever poison Canaan and his sons against you.”
Nimrod shoved Semiramis into Gilgamesh’s arms. He tore his spear out of his shield and advanced on Beor. Beor sat up, his teeth clenched against the pain.
“I give you your life, Beor. You were a great man once, a mighty hunter.”
An ugly sneer twisted Beor’s features. “Don’t think the loss of a leg makes me any less a man. I can still kill you one on one.”
“Go, Beor,” Nimrod said, pointing with his spear. “Take your chariot and run to Japheth.”
Beor struggled to his feet. Blood trickled from his shoulder where the arrow protruded.
“Daddy!” Hilda screamed. “Let me go to my daddy.”
Uruk had circled around and now held her.
“Go, Beor, before I change my mind,” Nimrod said.
“First give me my daughter,” Beor said, sweat beading his bald head.
“I’ll give you your daughter,” Nimrod said, his eyes bright. “But first you must divorce Semiramis.”
“Daddy!” Hilda wailed, struggling in Uruk’s grip.
Beor scanned the unsmiling Hunters.
“Divorce her,” Nimrod said.
Beor smiled in a dreadful way. “I was going to give her back to her father, Tarshish, and get my sheep back, but if you wish to take a viper to your bosom, who am I to stop you? She’s yours, you jackal.” Raising his voice, Beor shouted, “I divorce the harlot, Semiramis, because she’s an adulteress, an unfaithful wife.”
Nimrod motioned to Uruk.
Hilda fled to her father. With a sweep of a big hand, Beor shoved her behind him and backed away. He cut the wounded donkey out of the traces and boarded his chariot. Passion consumed him. “Beware his treachery, you fools! Nimrod will lead you to the grave.”
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The Hunters built a litter with two spears and a cloak, placing the wounded Dikas on it. As they did, Nimrod drew Semiramis aside.
“This is a fine mess,” he whispered
Semiramis had mud in her hair and bruises on her face, while exhaustion had stolen her beauty. “You can’t blame this on me.”
“Who else pushed Beor over the edge?”
She clutched him by the arm, pushing him further away from his men. “You swore you loved me.”
He wanted to ask her when. He had always been careful not to say it.
She angrily wiped tears away, waiting, until she said, “Why did you come after me then?”
He grabbed her arms. “Control yourself.” He glanced at his men, who studious looked the other way. So he dared enfold her in a hug. “Listen to me,” he whispered. “You’re safe. What’s happened, happened. We’ll return to the settlement and… We’ll have to concoct a story.”
“Why do you need a story? You’re Nimrod, leader of the Hunters. Haven’t you told me many times that you fear no man?”
“That doesn’t mean I can do whatever I want. We have to be careful, my darling. I’m not sure I can see you for the next few weeks, until tempers cool, and then—”
She grabbed the front of his tunic. “I rid myself of Beor for you. Now you will wed me.”
“Yes, yes, of course. But first—”
She shook him. “Now. You’ll marry me now, this instant, in front of your men.”
“Semiramis, listen to me. We have to tread lightly. We have to win people over to the idea of Beor…” His eyes narrowed. “You’ll have to start a rumor that he went berserk. Then, as time—”
“No,” she hissed. “Don’t you see? They’ll call me an adulteress. Your men heard him say it.”
“Don’t worry about them. They’ll say what I tell them to say.”
She laughed in his face. “You’re a fool if you believe that. I’ll be branded an adulteress and dragged out of the settlement and stoned to death.”
“I won’t let them.”
“That’s right. Because, as my husband, you’ll either defend me or die with me.”
Nimrod licked his lips, calculating.
She squirmed free and turned her back on him as she hugged herself.
“Semiramis,” he said.
She whirled around, with her eyes ablaze. “Either you marry me, as you’ve promised many times, or I’ll tell people all the secrets you’ve whispered to me as we’ve made love.”
Nimrod searched her face.
“Don’t think I won’t, my love. Either you live with me or you die with me. O Nimrod, I promise you that.”
He grinned suddenly in that bright way of his, with his white teeth gleaming and force seeming to ooze out of him. “Semiramis.” He hugged her and then held her at arms-length. “Oh, how I feared for you, my darling. You have no idea how sick I was as I tracked you, wondering if Beor had indeed gone mad. And my idea just now… it was only your safety and your reputation that I was thinking about. But if you believe it is better, we marry right away… yes! You’re right. But it can’t be one of my Hunters who marries us.”
“Why not?”
“My father must do it. Otherwise, he might denounce our marriage. We must win him over—”
“No!” she said. “You will marry me.”
“Of course. That’s what I’m saying. As soon as we get back, that night we’ll do it. But my father must marry us. Believe me; this is going to shock everyone. To make it stick and to make sure it doesn’t ruin our plans, we have to force my father to put his prestige behind us.”
“However you do it, Nimrod, just as long as it’s done.”
Despite his wound, he swept her into his arms. And he forced himself to whisper into her ear: “I love you, Semiramis.”
She grew still, and she arched back to peer into his eyes. “Oh, Nimrod,” she said, kissing him. “I love you, too.”
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Two evenings later, Nimrod and his Hunters slunk back into the settlement. Each had made solemn vows to Nimrod, and he to them. As they departed, he reminded them of the vows. Then he took Semiramis to his father’s house.
“Whatever you do, don’t lose your temper or threaten my father,” he said.
“If you keep talking to me as if I’m one of your simpletons, I’ll scream. In matters of guile, I could teach your mother lessons.”
“If that’s true, then tonight you’ll act submissively. Look down most of the time, and—”
She grabbed his muscled biceps. “I know my part. Just make sure your father’s will doesn’t overpower yours.”
They entered the house, and he took her deep into the inner sanctum, a room filled with curios from the Antediluvian world and various stones of odd shapes or colors.
“I’ve never seen his famous stone collection,” she said, picking up a black rock.
He took it out of her hand and carefully set it exactly as it had been on the shelf. Then he placed her on a bench. He stepped back, studying her. “Put on your hood,” he said, “and fold your hands in your lap.”
She did, bowing her head demurely.
He grunted and exited the room, returning with his mother. Deborah blinked as if waking from slumber. Her eyes got big as she stared at Semiramis sitting in the inner sanctum.
“Are you two mad?”
Nimrod sat beside Semiramis, taking one of her folded hands. “I love her, Mother. I want to marry her.”
“Impossible,” Deborah said.
Semiramis kept her head bowed, although her fingers tightened. Nimrod flashed his grin as he patted Semiramis’ hand. As he talked, Deborah kept shaking her head. “Your father will never agree to this.”
“He must,” Nimrod said. “I’ll die without Semiramis.”
Deborah waved her fan, and she turned toward the door. “Wait here.”
Nimrod took out a rag and mopped his face.
“That went well,” Semiramis mocked.
He ignored her sarcasm as he leapt up and paced. Soon they heard approaching footsteps. He slid back beside her, taking her hand again.
Kush exploded into the room, with Deborah hurrying behind him. His dark broad face seethed with wrath, like a cave bear that had found an intruder in his lair. He stopped on sight of the pair, and his nostrils flared.
For several seconds, no one said a word. Nimrod kept his features even, and he refused to look away even as his guts boiled. Finally, Semiramis stirred, glancing up. “We’re to be married,” she said.
Kush lurched toward them, his right hand clenching and unclenching.
Nimrod stood slowly, as one might in the presence of a man-killing monster.
“No marriage,” Kush growled.
“Beor divorced her,” Nimrod said. “He—”
Kush made a strangled sound, shaking his head.
“I ask you to reconsider, Father,” Nimrod said, sounding strangely meek.
“No!” Kush said.
Nimrod drew a deep breath. “One way or another, I plan to marry her.”
Kush’s eyes were bloodshot, furious, filled with volcanic rage. “I forbid it.”
“You can as much forbid the sun to shine,” Nimrod said.
Kush roared, grabbing Nimrod one-handed by the throat, slamming him against the wall. “No marriage. Never!”
Nimrod pried at the thick fingers, gasping.
Deborah fairly flew across the room. “No, Kush, no, let him explain.”
Kush dropped his arm and staggered back, fuming, clenching his teeth until he pounded a fist into his palm. “A marriage will split the tribe. It will drive Canaan and his sons into fury.”
Hunched over, gasping, Nimrod massaged his throat as Semiramis bent over him.“Release him, harlot,” Kush hissed. “Get your filthy claws off of him.”
Nimrod straightened, while Semiramis ducked behind him.
“Please, husband,” Deborah said, “keep your voice down. Let him reason with us.”
“The Hunters aren’t for him to gorge his lusts,” Kush hissed, “to waylay whoever he wants. The Hunters must be trusted by all.”
“I know, I know,” Deborah said.
“He stole a man’s wife!” shouted Kush. “That’s adultery.”
Nimrod looked at Semiramis, and defeat seemed to be in his eyes.
“I’ll tell your father what I know,” Semiramis whispered. “I promise you I will.”
Nimrod stared at her only a moment before nodding sharply. “Adultery you say, Father. I wonder, is murder any better?”
Kush’s head snapped around, and he lurched forward.
“No,” pleaded Deborah, grabbing him by the arm. “Don’t fight. Please, my husband. Please.”
Kush breathed heavily. “How could you be so foolish?”
“I’m in love, Father.”
“No!” Kush roared, and he smashed his fist against his palm. “Tribal unity, that’s what I’ve struggled for all my life. This will split the tribe. And what happens then when Japheth and his cunning sons hear of this? They’ll march on us. They’ll say, Now is the time for us to fulfill Noah’s curse. Is that what you want? To be their slave? To fetch and carry water for the sons of Japheth?”
“I will never be a slave,” Nimrod said.
Kush pointed a thick finger at Semiramis. “Then she must go home.”
“Beor divorced her,” Nimrod said.
“She must go home and face Canaan’s judgment,” Kush said. “There is no other way.”
Semiramis clutched hold of Nimrod.
“I love her, Father.”
Kush scowled. “I have other sons. I have other children who can build the Hunters. Don’t think you’re irreplaceable.”
“No,” Deborah said. “You can’t mean that.”
“Why not?” Kush said. “If he won’t obey—”
“He’s fearless,” Deborah said. “He has wits and courage, and, like you, he loathes second place. He’s the perfect warrior for your plans. Warriors are impetuous.”
“If he’s not under control, he is a danger to us both,” Kush growled.
“Give him the girl,” Deborah said. “He’s in love, that’s plain to see. Bind him that much more tightly to you. Nimrod isn’t an ingrate. He will strive that much harder in your service, beholden to the father who risks all to give him such a great prize.”
“And what of us?” Kush asked. “What of the tribe? No one will agree to this.”
“Oh, my husband, then we must think, we must use our wits,” Deborah said.
Kush shook his head.
“Remember your youth, my husband. How you fought and persevered to gain me. Can your most courageous son do any less?”
Kush squinted at Nimrod.
“In a few weeks,” Deborah said, “after we have softened the people—”
Semiramis prodded him.
“—No,” Nimrod said. “I must marry Semiramis tonight.”
Kush and Deborah stared at him as if he was deranged.
“Tonight,” Nimrod said. He drew Semiramis under the crook of his arm. “I will live or die with her, that I swear.”
A low growl emanated from Kush.
White-faced, Deborah whispered in his ear, pulling him, dragging him unwillingly from the room. At the last moment, he nodded, walking out, slamming the door shut and throwing a bolt, locking the pair within.
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Deborah brought Rahab that night to see Semiramis. They had doctored the bruises, making them seem worse. Rahab hardly spoke at all, finally retiring and returning with Miriam, Beor’s mother. Rahab suggested they repeat the accusations against Beor. Miriam listened stiffly, soon storming out.
Immediately thereafter, Kush married Nimrod and Semiramis, grumbling afterward to Deborah that he didn’t see how this could work. She began to weave out a plan, even as he continued shaking his head.
In the morning, news of the marriage stunned the settlement.
The sons of Canaan muttered among themselves, while their wives looked away whenever Semiramis chanced by. Several times, a lone Hunter found himself jostled by friends of Beor. Tempers grew. Five days after the marriage, everything unraveled as Gilgamesh strolled to a well and an arrow hissed from between two buildings, cutting a furrow along his neck. Bleeding profusely, Gilgamesh stumbled to his Grandfather Put’s house. Put sewed the gash, and he ordered Gilgamesh to stay in the house until the culprit was found.
Nimrod called out the Hunters, stationing them around Put’s house. Meanwhile, the sons of Canaan gathered in their father’s house and demanded that Gilgamesh, Nimrod and Semiramis be handed over to them for punishment.
Deborah went to Rahab, saying that only the patriarch could solve the dilemma. Rahab was dubious, although, in the end, she persuaded Ham. He crossed to Canaan’s house and found the main room filled with armed men looking scared and angry, a bad combination. Through logic and hot argumentation, Ham persuaded Canaan to try to solve this crisis through law rather than bloodshed.
“But if I don’t get justice from the elders,” Canaan said. “Then it is my sons who will win it for me.”
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In the middle of the settlement, in a grassy yard reserved for community festivals and surrounded by solid log homes, Menes, Put, Kush, Nimrod and Ham clattered heavy stones into a pile. The exertion left them panting, winded, and Menes and Put, more fair-skinned than either Kush or Ham, grew flushed. The stone altar grew to chest height, while nearby, in a wooden cage, doves cooed. Atop the crude altar, Menes piled straw and twigs and then set a brass grille over it.
The lanes were empty. A gentle wind whispered between the log houses. It would soon be spring in warmth as well as in season.
Canaan and Zidon approached. They were a lean, olive-colored pair with dark hair that seemed to glisten in the sunlight. Each was handsome, a reflection of the other, and each wore a white tunic and red cloak. Each had a long, bronze dagger belted at his side and hurried past the quiet homes.
In a long robe, Kush hurried to meet them, dwarfing his slender brother, ushering him to the altar, which Menes had lit with coals. The countenance of each was grave and solemn as they wore their best finery.
“Jehovah in heaven, give us wisdom, we pray, give us peace.” Kush accepted a dove handed him by Menes. With his thick fingers, Kush twisted off the head, placing the blood-spurting body and head onto the grille.
Canaan took a second dove, frowning, bowing his head. “I ask for justice, Lord of Heaven.” Then he too, with wiry fingers, with several silver rings, tore off the head and sacrificed the dove, placing it beside Kush’s offering.
Feathers curled in the fire. Blood bubbled. And the stink of it wafted skyward in the oily smoke.
Kush turned to Canaan. “I’m glad you came.”
Canaan seemed impassive, but he couldn’t match Kush’s graveness. Zidon glowered at the bigger Nimrod, seeming like a hound readying to launch himself at a lion. He was game for the battle but doomed, it seemed, to defeat. With his scarred hands and muscled-knotted forearms, to say nothing of his smooth athleticism and broad shoulders, Nimrod exuded deadliness. He bowed his head meekly, yet it seemed like a sham, something ill-suited to his nature.
“I’ll start,” Put said, “since it was my grandson who was ambushed. And this is on top of the loss of four of my sons, Gilgamesh’s father Rosh being one of those.”
“This isn’t about you,” Zidon said.
“Gilgamesh is my grandson,” Put said. “So, of course this is about me.”
“This is about Gilgamesh the Hunter,” Zidon said, his eyes never leaving Nimrod.
“Yes,” Nimrod said. “And as a Hunter, Gilgamesh stands under my protection.”
Kush scowled, shaking his head at Nimrod, who fell silent, bowing his head once more.
“Elders!” Canaan said. “This is a matter of law and justice.” He pointed at Nimrod. “That one harbors an adulteress, and he also drove away my son, Beor.”
“That’s a lie!” Nimrod shouted. “Semiramis is no adulteress, and Beor left of his own accord.”
Canaan looked shocked. “You dare to tell us, here before the elders and the patriarch, and after sacrificing to gain Heaven’s attention, that you never slept with Semiramis behind Beor’s back?”
“I never did,” Nimrod said.
“Then why did you chase Beor? Why track him with the might of your Hunters, as if he were some beast of the field, if you weren’t in love with Semiramis? And how else did you fall in love with her unless you slept with her behind her husband’s back?”
“I never slept with Semiramis,” Nimrod said, “but I’ve spoken with her before. Everybody knows we used to talk together. What they don’t know…” Nimrod hesitated, biting his lower lip. “I am reluctant to say this. I loved Beor as an older brother. I admired his bravery, his reckless courage. Yet I learned from Semiramis that Beor had become deranged.”
“You lying dog,” Zidon hissed, turning crimson.
Canaan put a restraining hand on his son. “Let Nimrod speak. Let him damn himself with his… with his tale.”
“This is a hard truth, I’ll admit,” Nimrod said. “I have no joy repeating it. Only because the tribe itself is at stake do I reveal what I’ve learned—I had hoped to spare everyone and, most of all, to spare Beor’s memory. But…” Nimrod blinked at the ground and took a deep breath as if this indeed pained him. “The loss of his leg warped Beor. You know he hasn’t been acting like himself. Semiramis feared for her life. That’s why she didn’t sleep with him. When I heard Beor had taken her, I recalled that she’d said he often boasted to her how he would kill her in the wilds. I couldn’t bear the thought of that or that Beor had taken leave of his senses. So I followed. Yes, that’s true. And Beor misconstrued my intentions and attacked us. We tried to disarm him. Dakis took that awful wound then, and I gained the gash in my side. At last, before more damage was done, Gilgamesh reluctantly fired an arrow into Beor’s shoulder. Beor raved after that and said that he divorced his wife. I had no choice, then, but to take Semiramis with me. He would have slain her otherwise.”
The elders looked at him askance. Hawk-eyed Put shook his head in disbelief.
Zidon said, “I’ve never heard a more daring lie. I congratulate you, Nimrod.”
“I should cut out your heart for that,” Nimrod said. “But your father has enough sorrow, and I’ve no wish to add to it. Ask your nephew, Chamoth, if what I’ve said isn’t the truth. He was there. He heard what happened. He saw.”
“Chamoth is a poor liar,” Zidon said. “Oh, yes, he says what you say, but he sweats when he does, and his eyes dart every which way. Some people, it seems, can’t lie with a straight face.”
Nimrod spread his scarred hands. “What more can I do or say? I’ve spoken the truth, even though I only wished to shield Beor and then shield his memory. Chamoth, a grandson of Canaan, agrees that everything happened between Beor and me as I’ve stated. Zidon even attests to that.” Nimrod hesitated again, until a look of sternness fell upon him, as if he forced himself to continue. “Let us have an end to assassins lying in wait in shadows as they did for Gilgamesh. If anyone thinks me a liar or feels a bizarre need for so-called justice against me, let him step forward now and face me man-to-man.”
“A splendid idea,” Zidon said, drawing his dagger, sunlight flashing from it.
“No!” Canaan said. “Wait.”
“I can kill him,” Zidon said, clutching his dagger so his hand shook. “Justice is on my side.”
Canaan shook his head, looking dubious. “This isn’t about brute force, about who’s stronger. This is about my son being driven from the tribe and losing his wife to that scoundrel.”
“But I’m innocent,” Nimrod cried.
“Maybe innocent is the wrong word,” Kush said.
“Then you admit he’s wrong?” Canaan asked.
“He’s shown poor judgment regarding another man’s wife,” Kush said slowly. “Yet each of you knows how large-hearted Nimrod is. Which of you pledges loyalty to another like Nimrod does to his Hunters?”
“Nimrod stands with his friends just as we stand with Beor,” Zidon said. “He’s no better than any of us.”
“Beor deserted the tribe,” Kush said.
“He was shamed into it,” Canaan said. “Driven away!”
Kush appeared thoughtful, stroking his white beard. “We know how valiant Beor was. If he thought Nimrod had slept with his wife, he would have killed him.”
“On a peg leg?” Canaan asked.
“Beor has never backed down from anything or anyone,” Kush said.
Canaan brooded, bending his head in thought, rubbing his chin with a silver-ringed finger. “Will Nimrod pay no penalty then?”
“I wasn’t aware that I was under judgment,” Nimrod said.
“You’ve had your say,” Ham said. “Now let the elders talk.”
Nimrod glanced at this grandfather before stepping back.
“Yours is a hard question, brother,” Kush said. “I am baffled. To keep the spirit of unity, I think it is time to split the tribe.”
“No,” Ham said.
“I will go to Shinar,” Kush said, “to a land of Antediluvian lushness.”
“Is that wise?” Menes asked. “Unified, we’re greater than spread out in driblets for the wild beasts to devour. Could we have slain the dragon if it had caught us family by family?
“I will raise a city as they used to be in olden times,” Kush said. “No dragon will touch us there, nor will any who think to use Noah’s curse against us.”
“What of us?” Canaan asked. “Will you leave us here alone in the Zagros Mountains, prey to that curse you just spoke about?”
Kush shook his head. “Join us, by all means. Or wait until time heals your anger.”
Canaan glowered. Zidon, still clutching his dagger, hissed into his father’s ear.
Kush faced his youngest son. “This day, I banish Nimrod. He and as many of the Hunters as wish to go with him, will ready the way to Shinar.”
“Wait,” Ham said. “Reconsider. We must not split the tribe in a fit of anger.”
“This is to avoid bloodshed,” Kush said.
“How does this give me justice?” Canaan asked.
“Yes,” Zidon said. “Nimrod must be punished.”
“Nimrod has been banished,” Kush said, “the same with Semiramis.”
“Only to go to a better place,” Canaan said.
“They will work in hardship for the good of the tribe,” Kush said.
Zidon pulled his father beside a wooden fence. Ducks waddled in the enclosure, ignoring them as they thrust their bills in the grass, quacking in complaint, as they found little to eat. Zidon whispered, gesturing, showing his father his dagger. Canaan shook his head. Zidon sheathed his dagger, enraged, looking away.
“I need time to consider this,” Canaan said.
Kush nodded, and the elder meeting ended.
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Opis knew something was wrong when she saw Uruk and his father driving goats to their house. She peered around a tree, watching the brute that had knocked her down and then dragged her up and kissed her. His breath had been vile—like onions! If it hadn’t been for his friend, Gilgamesh, drawing his bow on him… and her brother, Ramses, showing up…
She shuddered.
She loathed Uruk.
She thought of him as a troll. He swaggered instead of walked. He had a single thick eyebrow instead of two like everyone else. It grew upon his bony brow like weeds gone wild. He had long arms like a gorilla, and his face was flat, wide, always sneering, always giving the impression that he was superior. What she hated most about him was whenever she was in the settlement, and he spotted her. He would stare at her dead-eyed, making her skin crawl. Lust, that’s what it meant, the glassy look. She wished sometimes that Gilgamesh had drilled Uruk with the arrow. Then she felt terrible and asked Jehovah to forgive her such wicked thoughts. 
Why did Uruk and his father, a fat man with bowed legs, drive goats toward their house? They moved along the trail through the woods, crushing dead leaves and stepping on twigs, snapping them. Every time Uruk switched a goat, the poor animal bleated.
Opis pitied the goats. But then her brother often said that she was too softhearted.
Ramses wasn’t softhearted. It didn’t mean that he was cruel. He was, after all, the only person who was really nice to her. But Ramses didn’t let people push him around. He didn’t even let Father push him around. Not that Father was big and strong like Great Grandfather Ham or his son Kush or even strong like that brute Uruk heading to their house. Father was lean like his father, Menes. Father was lean like a hungry wolf, with greedy eyes and a vulpine way of examining everything. He reminded her of foxes in Great Grandfather Ham’s stories about talking animals, his fables that he claimed old Methuselah used to tell him before the Flood.
The reason Uruk had to trek way out here was that her father lived beyond the settlement, in a log house, where Father practiced many of his various arts. He carved wood, for instance, making things out of them: beautiful tables, chairs, beds, and figurines like Great Grandfather Ham did with ivory. Father also crafted the best pots and clay cups, and he fashioned jewelry that other people loved to wear. He said he needed solitude in order to think, quiet in order to create. She tiptoed whenever she was in the house—even Mother had to be quiet. Usually she ran into the woods, not hunting like Ramses, but to gather flowers, berries or wild grass to make baskets or rope.
She decided to follow Uruk, the brute switching his goats.
She dodged from tree to tree, not letting herself be seen, and she came to the conclusion that it was bad that Uruk and his father drove goats to her father. It meant a deal was in progress.
No one ever got the better of her father in a deal. It’s partly what made him seem so foxy. But why was Uruk along for a deal? What did her father have that a brute like Uruk wanted?
As she darted to the next tree, her breath coming in gasps, she recalled Uruk’s glassy stare, the way he seemed to undress her with his eyes whenever he looked at her.
Unease knotted her stomach.
She was too young to get married. It would be several years before she went to Festival as a possible bride. Yet why was Uruk with his father? Shouldn’t Uruk be frightened to come out here? Father might be slow to anger if there was profit to be made, but her brother Ramses never forgot a slight. He hated Uruk. Ramses had never said, but she knew that he meant, one of these days, to repay Uruk for what he had done to her. This would be the perfect opportunity.
She froze as she peeked around the next tree.
Uruk, ahead in an open area, pointed back at her. He said something and his fat father turned, looking.
She threw herself behind the tree. Then she ran, hiding, panting and trying not to breathe so loudly.
She dared peek again. The trail was empty.
She crept home the rest of the way.
A wooden fence circled their house, which was sturdy and well made. Years ago, the logs had first been peeled before Father fashioned it—many people built their log homes with the bark still on. Tuffs of grass and mud acted as stucco between open spaces between logs, while a wisp of smoke trickled out the chimney. In the yard wandered chickens, several tired dogs and Uruk’s goats. They bleated, sounding hungry.
She slunk through the gate, through the back door and listened.
Men’s voices came from the front of the house.
She slipped through a hall, past Father’s pottery room and past her mother’s storage closet, until she stood outside the door where the men…
She leaned against the wall, closing her eyes. Her eyes flew open. They talked about bridal prices. She couldn’t breathe. Uruk spoke. He said how much he desired Opis—her!
Then Ramses interrupted, telling them about that time in the woods.
“High spirits,” Uruk’s father said. “He meant nothing by it.”
Ramses made a rude sound. Father told him to mind his manners. These were guests, and Ramses must treat them as such.
A moment later, the front door slammed. Ramses had left.
Then Opis heard father shout her name. She blinked in confusion, startled, already moving in obedience before she caught herself.
“Opis,” her father, Lud, shouted. “Come here. I wish you to meet Uruk.” A pause, then: “Where is she?”
“I’ll see if she’s back,” her mother said.
Opis never knew when the moment of decision came. She couldn’t remember the last time she had disobeyed her parents. Now, however, she fled through the house, even as her mother shouted for her to stop. She ran out the back door and sprinted through the yard, scattering surprised and angrily clucking chickens. She hopped the fence the way Ramses sometimes did and ran panting into the forest.
She was to be married to Uruk the Troll.
With a face wet with tears, she cursed Gilgamesh. She cursed him for not drilling the monster when he had had the chance.
Oh, what was she going to do?
 





 
13.
 
Gilgamesh swaggered with his friends down a lane. For days, he had been cooped up in his grandfather’s house. Now that Canaan had agreed to Kush’s terms, he felt free again to show his face. His neck was swathed in bandages where an assassin’s arrow had almost killed him. He wore a belt with a copper buckle—it had been his father’s—and on the belt was a thin dagger he kept razor sharp.
Gilgamesh and his friends strutted, throwing their chests out and laughing. They threaded past the log houses and various sheds, smithies and wooden corrals where sheep or goats milled. Dogs barked at them, children scampered here and there and girls looked up from their yards as they fed ducks or threw out scraps to squealing piglets.
The chilly weather didn’t dampen their spirits, for they agreed among themselves that their presence had intimidated the sons of Canaan. Each of them was a Hunter and intended on joining Nimrod in his exile.
“It’s as heroes we will march to the new land,” Enlil said, a gangly youth known for his quick enthusiasms.
“Mighty men, Nimrod calls us,” Gilgamesh said.
“I bet we win lots of treasure,” Uruk said.
“Treasure?” Enlil asked. “What kind of treasure?”
Uruk’s sly grin broadened, making his brutish features seem even uglier. Adding to his image was a strange stone axe. Most people worked hard to fashion their stone axes to ape copper or bronze axes—but not Uruk. Most people used reddish colored stone because copper was red, and they polished the stone to make it look as if it had seams like a metal axe. Some even went so far as to counterfeit the ridges caused in a bronze axe by an imperfect fit of the two halves of a mold. Uruk’s axe, however, had what seemed a purposely-blunted edge, making it more a hammer than an axe. The head was of volcanic rock and chipped in the old manner. To give it a smooth finish, Uruk had used a grindstone, rubbing stone against stone, much as a carpenter sharpened a blade. Then he had bored a hole in the center of the stone. He’d used a hollow bone, sand, water and a bore drill. The trick, of course, was that anything sand could scratch it could, over time, cut. The process was to throw down sand, spin the hollow bone with a bore drill and thus grind into the volcanic rock, wetting the sand with water from time to time. After patient, tedious work, he had a hole and thrust the wooden haft into it. Some of the carpenters had similar hammers, used for driving wooden wedges into logs.
Uruk rested his hand on his hammer and led them to an oxcart several strides from the settlement’s west gate.
Across the lane was a small bazaar where people traded and gossiped about the latest news. Most of the sellers had thrown down reed mats and sold vegetables in baskets or grain or beer in clay containers. In one basket, a litter of puppies squirmed.
“You never answered my question about treasure,” Enlil said as he leaned against the oxcart.
“Yes, what kind of treasure?” Obed asked.
“And what do we need it for?”
Uruk snorted. “Treasure buys you a wife.”
“A wife?” asked Obed.
Uruk pushed off the oxcart. “Look. There’s my future bride.” He grinned at them, at Gilgamesh especially, and he lumbered toward a blanket covered by clay pots and cups.
“Say, Gilgamesh, isn’t that Lud he’s heading to?”
Mouth agape, Gilgamesh lurched upright.
Uruk shook hands with Lud.
“I thought Opis hated Uruk,” Enlil said.
“You didn’t hear?” Obed asked, grinning. He was a close friend of Uruk’s. “Uruk and his father went out to see Lud yesterday.”
At that moment, Gilgamesh saw Opis crouch by the basket of puppies. They licked her fingers, squirming over one another to be near her.
Gilgamesh moved like a sleepwalker, his heart beating hard and his mouth dry. He had never forgotten the day Uruk pushed her down and then kissed her, the day he’d drawn an arrow against Uruk. He often thought of Opis. She was beautiful, and she had her hair in pigtails. As he lurched toward her, people seemed to fade. Then, as he wondered how to find a way to talk with her—he cursed his fate that he was so shy—he tripped, stumbling to one knee beside her.
Her eyes widened. “Gilgamesh?”
She remembered him! He tried to say something, but coughed instead.
The pups in the basket squirmed and licked her fingers more furiously than ever. She giggled, and he reached for them, petting them, sidling closer to her. When their hands bumped, a tingle shot through his arm. They both tried to speak at the same instant.
“Go ahead,” he said, smiling.
“No, no,” she said, smiling back, “you first.”
“Oh, Opis, I’ve thought so much about that terrible day. I’m so very sorry I didn’t speak up when your brother came. Uruk was awful, a swine like Ramses said.”
“You stopped him, though,” Opis said. “That was very brave of you.”
Gilgamesh found his grin hurting his lips, it was so wide. “I should have drilled him. I would if he did it again.”
Her gaze darted to the bandage on his neck. “Does that hurt?”
“It’s a scratch, nothing more.”
“What a wicked thing it was to ambush you.”
He shrugged.
“Aren’t you banished because of it?”
Pain flared in his heart. “Aren’t you moving to Shinar?”
“My father hasn’t decided.”
“But you must,” he said.
She looked at him closely. “Why must he, Gilgamesh?”
He was unable to speak.
She dropped her gaze, whispering, “Uruk’s father bargained with my father?”
He grabbed her hand. “No! Don’t marry him.”
She studied his eyes. “What choice do I have?”
“You can say no.”
“My father would whip me until I said yes.”
“Then I’d kill him,” Gilgamesh hissed.
“Ramses would kill you then, and that would be a terrible shame.”
He squeezed her hand. “You can’t marry Uruk.”
“Can you match the price?”
Gilgamesh swallowed hard. His father was dead, eaten by the dragon. Most of his wealth had gone to his mother, the rest parceled out among his brothers and sisters. He owned very little except the belt he wore. “I can’t match it. But Opis, I—”
“Hey! Let go of my betrothed.”
A heavy hand grasped Gilgamesh by the back of his tunic and threw him onto the ground. Suspecting a kick—he knew and hated that voice—Gilgamesh dove, rolled and leaped upright, with a dagger in his fist.
“Look at that,” rumbled Uruk. “Ready to draw blood on the instant. Just like he did to Beor with his arrow.”
Lud and his wife stood beside Uruk. Others also looked on.
Gilgamesh’s face burned as he lowered his arm. He began coughing and couldn’t stop.
“Opis, come here,” her mother said.
Opis rose obediently, with her head down.
“She can’t marry Uruk,” Gilgamesh said between coughs.
“Will you try to murder us if we dare?” Lud asked, with an angry scowl.
Gilgamesh sheathed his blade. “Don’t you know what he did to her?”
“High-spirits,” Lud said. “Isn’t that right, Ramses?”
Ramses turned, walking away.
“You must keep away from this ruffian, Opis,” Lud said.
“She’s my betrothed,” added Uruk.
“When you get back, she is,” Lud corrected.
“Don’t worry about that,” Uruk said. He grinned at Opis, even as she shrank from him.
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The banished Hunters left the settlement and soon threaded out of the Zagros Mountains. In the foothills of the Tigris River—so named by Nimrod—they found a country of steep valleys and wide uplands, and they discovered a pack of dire wolves.
“Pack against pack,” Nimrod said.
The dire wolves proved worthy foes, cunning and huge, falling at last to them, all but a lone she-wolf that seemed impossible to track. In the end, she tracked them, slipping into their camp, past several low fires, to pounce on the Hunter who had wriggled into her dirt den and pulled out her puppies. Obed awoke screaming, his head in the she-wolf’s jaws. He fought savagely, holding her jaws open long enough for Nimrod and Gilgamesh to snatch spears. Unfortunately, one of their thrusts took Obed in the chest. Gently as possible, Nimrod sewed the flaps of torn skin on his face, scalp and chest. For three nights, Obed lay in fever. During that time, Zimri, who had fallen asleep on guard duty, prayed fervently for his healing—for Nimrod decreed that Zimri be buried up to his neck and watch Obed as he lay in fever.
“He couldn’t watch before it happened,” Nimrod said, “so let Zimri watch now.” Zimri prayed or he raved, it was difficult to determine which. But at last Obed’s fever broke and Zimri was dug out of the earth a new man. Obed, however, lost his right eye and two of the fingers of his right hand.
They entered the alluvial plain, a sea of rich mud covered by swaying grasses and bountiful herds of antelopes, elephants and wild asses. Savage dogs prowled the outskirts of the various herds along with hyenas and lions. Jackals also thrived, together with eagles, vultures and hawks. Spadework discovered few rocks, no metallic ores of any kind and, if dug long enough, seeping water. By smell, they found slime pits, dangerous places of sinkholes and bitumen. Brush and softwoods grew in certain places, but no hard woods.
One night under the stars, as Nimrod and Semiramis lay on a blanket away from the others, she rolled onto her side, whispering, “What was that?”
Before he could answer, a loud roar erupted in the darkness, near and to their left. The roar promised death by mutilation or bone crushing.
Semiramis rolled behind him, handing Nimrod his spear. The roar sounded again, closer. It was between them and camp. In the distance, the Hunters cried out, ram’s horns blew and dogs barked.
Nimrod crouched, scanning the darkness. A cool breeze blew, waving the grass. Stars twinkled, and the moon was hidden behind a cloud.
Then Nimrod saw a shadowy shape less than fifty feet distant. His eyes widened. The beast was practically the size of an auroch bull, the biggest lion he’d ever seen, with a dark mane of kingly bearing. It was a cave lion of the dawn era, fully as ferocious as the sabertooth cat, perhaps mightier and deadlier. The Hunters had stayed clear of these lions, a pride of magnificent beasts that had crossed their path only twice before. Cave bears and dragons were solitary creatures. Dire wolves had proven dangerous, and they, too, were pack animals, but these cave lions—Nimrod thought digging pits and luring them to their deaths one by one might be the wisest course. He, along with the others, had seen these lions pull down a fully-grown elephant, a titanic battle that the Hunters had talked about for weeks. The black-maned male, the pride master, which Nimrod was certain this was, led the others intelligently and had been the chief factor in bringing down the elephant. His lionesses would each be the equal of Beor’s great sloth. Their intelligence, vast size and unity made these cave lions the most dangerous beasts Nimrod and his Hunters had yet come upon.
“Rise up and slay him,” Semiramis whispered.
The shadowy beast, the cave lion, halted abruptly.
Nimrod’s chest clenched, and he gripped his spear with numbing strength. Oh, to meet this monster during daylight, surrounded by his Hunters. Then to dart in and grab Black Mane’s tail, that would be a feat. He was certain one or more of the Hunters would die during the battle, for surely the other lions would join the fray. That was another reason he favored using pits to rid himself of these predators. He needed all his Hunters alive. To lose even one…yet, eventually, he had to kill Black Mane. To let such a terrifying monster survive and winnow the herds once the tribe of Ham came would wreck his position as the mighty hunter.
Black Mane roared. It was a deep and deadly sound, and it went all the way to Nimrod’s toes. For a moment, he couldn’t move. Then a goat bleated. The massive lion sprang. The goat cried out once, and then the cave lion trotted away in the darkness, the milk-goat dangling from his massive jaws.
“That’s the second of our goats they’ve slain,” Semiramis whispered.
“Gather the blanket,” he said. “Then stick close behind me. There may be more of them lurking near.”
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The next day, Gilgamesh squatted over a pile of fresh antelope bones. With a flint carver, he cut out fishhooks from bone. It was delicate work, and he brooded about Opis, had been brooding about her the entire trip.
They camped on trampled grass, had dug down an area for the fire-pit and put up animal-skin awnings on slender sticks. The goats were tethered to the side, while two dogs trotted through camp. Most of the men hunted with Nimrod, with only two others on guard duty to protect the supplies.
The half-grown cheetah cub preceded Semiramis, who sat beside Gilgamesh. The Hunter looked up and then absorbed himself with the fishhooks.
“Am I bothering you?” she asked.
“No,” he said, without looking up again.
“How about now?” she asked.
Gilgamesh sighed, set down the unfinished hook and fidgeted with the flint carver as he beheld her beauty.
She smiled. He didn’t return it. If anything, he seemed more uncomfortable.
“Is anything the matter?” she asked.
Gilgamesh twisted his lips to the side, as he sometimes did when he pondered a problem.
“Do I make you uncomfortable?” she asked.
He shook his head.
“Why do you lie?” she said.
“I don’t.”
“I’m not going to hurt you.”
He seemed to debate with himself. “Do you ever notice how Nimrod stares at a man who looks at you too long?”
“I might have noticed that.” She brushed hair out of her eyes, an artful gesture, heightening her beauty.
“Then maybe you can understand my unease,” he said.
“But that isn’t really fair. My loyalty to Nimrod is unbounded. I love him.”
“There is no one like him,” agreed Gilgamesh.
“You love him, too, don’t you?”
“I’d follow him anywhere,” Gilgamesh said.
“Why is that?”
“I thought you said you loved him.”
“Oh, I’m not asking for myself or any other woman. Perhaps I’m curious about his magnetism concerning men.”
“You see what I see,” he said.
She glanced about before lowering her voice. “If you really want the truth, I’m worried about him. That’s what I want to talk to you about.”
“How are you worried?” he asked, relieved.
“Do you promise not to tell anyone what I’m about to say?”
“Everyone but Nimrod,” he said.
“Him most of all you can’t tell.”
“Then you’d better keep silent,” he said. “I’m not about to keep a secret from him, especially one that his wife told me.”
She studied him, soon smiling again. “How loyal you are, Gilgamesh. I feel safe telling you this—and I’ll leave it to your judgment whether you should tell Nimrod or not.” She moistened her lips. “He has secret plans that not even his father would approve of. If not done right, these plans might have repercussions on those nearest him.”
“Meaning yourself?”
“And you, too, Gilgamesh. Oh, don’t give me that look. You know as well as I do that you’ve hitched your wagon to his. At times, your cunning sees him out of a mess. I respect you for that, especially for having the wisdom that caused him to spare Beor’s life. That was very wily of you. So, as two intelligent people in a similar position, I thought it wise that we join forces.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Nimrod can wield Hunters, he can lead youthful men. But if he’s to act contrary to his father, he must be able to sway others as well. What I’m suggesting is that we help him find this key to mastery. Nimrod is cunning and ambitious. Yet no man can be all things. I can help him in certain areas, and so can you, Gilgamesh. What I’m suggesting is that we work together, you and I. That we talk and compare ideas from time to time.”
He shrugged.
She set a hand on his wrist.
He leapt to his feet, glancing to see if the other Hunters had witnessed her action.
“You see,” she said. “You care so much for Nimrod that you’re afraid of the slightest hint of disloyalty. But don’t worry, my dear Gilgamesh. I won’t try to seduce you.”
He blushed, and he remained standing, trying to think about Opis. Oh, why did he have such bad luck concerning women?
Semiramis rose, the level of her eyes just a little higher than his. “Help build him up, and I’ll see that he helps you.” She smiled with dazzling beauty.
He swallowed uneasily.
“Return to your fishhooks,” she said. “And don’t worry about gossip.” She turned and left him to his thoughts.
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News from Shem arrived in the settlement in the form of four young men in rugged garments and with bows and hounds and long, dark hair. The maidens gave them garlands and eyed them with interest. They asked directions to Ham’s house.
Soon, Ham greeted each in turn, and they bowed and gave greetings from Shem. Rahab kissed them on the cheek and offered them the customary bread, salt and water.
“This is for you,” said Eber, the leader, a man with intense eyes.
Ham accepted a rolled-up parchment.
“Read it!” shouted those who watched.
In front of his house, Ham held it aloft. “At the feast tonight I will. Now, you young men must be tired. Each of you will go to one of my sons’ homes to bathe and refresh yourself for tonight. You four,” Ham said, pointing out four girls. “Take Eber to Kush, while Menes, Put and Canaan will entertain his friends. No dallying now, and make sure the rest of the maidens don’t mob them.”
Laughter rose from the people.
Ham went inside and sat at the kitchen table. Rahab set hot buns and butter before him. He broke open the wax seal and unrolled the parchment. They had long ago run out of papyrus. And even if they could find papyrus reeds, the art of turning them into white sheets had belonged to a small clan of Antediluvian swamp dwellers. A little experimentation might reveal the secret, but of course, the famed papyrus was nowhere to be found. Parchment such as he now held had taken its place. It came primarily from sheepskin, although calfskin proved best. A special process of cleaning, stretching and smoothing the skins had made writing on them possible. Unfortunately, the ink of cuttlefish and octopuses had also run out, and none of them lived near a sea where they could catch more. The juice of berries had been used before, but water obliterated such ink. Ham touched Shem’s letters. Soot and charcoal mixed with gum from trees… vinegar to give it a binding property, but he wasn’t sure what fluid had been used to bind them. He’d have to ask Eber later.
“What does he say?” Rahab asked.
Ham took a bite out of a bun and began to scan the actual words.
Ashkenaz’s sons went on a thousand-mile journey and beyond. They went north, to the far north, to a land of ice and snow and glaciers. There, monstrous animals roam the plains. Our world is not the Old World, my brother. Harsh elements, rugged terrain and teeming hordes of beasts have replaced cultivated civilization. Several of my grandsons scouted east, to even wider plains, and then to mountains that stagger the imagination. They, too, told of dangerous beasts.
Ham, I’m certain Jehovah tests our resolve to obey Him. He has let the world be overrun by beasts. Yet you and I know that Jehovah told us to fill the world, to subdue it. We cannot do it while in our clan holdings. We must split our tribes, all of us, and spread out into this sea of beasts, trusting Jehovah to protect us.
He read that section aloud. Then he set down the scroll, shaking his head. “Our people would never agree to that.”
“What about you,” Rahab said. “Do you agree?”
Ham shrugged, reading further.
Ruth sends greetings to Rahab and asks she attend the next Festival. Remember on the Ark, the rabbits with their litters?
Rahab laughed when Ham read her that.
“What is that about?” he asked.
“Keep reading.”
Well, Ruth finally saw it happen with Delilah, wife of Abner. She bore triplets, three beautiful girls. The one with brown eyes they named Rahab. Ham lowered the scroll. “What about the rabbits?”
“I’ll tell you later. Keep reading.”
Ham did. And that night at the feast, he read again, to a transfixed audience.
They gathered outside around a massive bonfire, using logs as benches, and piled strong tables full of bread, roast beef, fruits and wine and barley beer. People wore festive clothing and colored cloaks, putting on copper pins in the shapes of bees and beetles and bronze bracelets. The older men carried walking sticks with carved heads. Ham stick was the most elaborate, with an ivory dragon head.
Ham stood on a block of wood, and a hush fell on the assembly as he read, the crackling flames and occasional popping wood and a fly of sparks his only competition. At some portions of the letter reading, Eber rose and expounded in detail. The part of splitting into family groups and spreading in all directions met with frowns and nervous rustling.
“Tell them about our Hunters.” Ramses shouted. “How we, too, search.”
Kush glanced at his brother, Menes. Menes rose and motioned his grandson, Ramses, to sit down.
Later, after he had finished reading, Ham noted the negative reaction and Kush motioning to him. “Would you like to speak, my son?”
Kush rose, looking more like the patriarch with his white beard and dour bearing than Ham. Kush suggested that Jehovah had given them reasoning ability for a purpose: to wit, that they use it. Spreading out in all directions only made sense when there were more people. Now, humanity struggled simply to survive.
As he said more in that vein, Rahab leaned near. “I wonder how our Hunters are doing.”
“Hmm,” Ham said. He sipped wine, his throat parched after all that reading, and he had become half hypnotized by watching the dancing flames.
“I hope they’re all right,” Rahab said.
Ham blinked himself into awareness, smiling at her worry. “I’m sure they are.”
“Well, I just hope they’re not up to anything foolish.”
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Nimrod and Gilgamesh headed north through a plain of rolling grass, a veritable sea of green. Gilgamesh loped smoothly. Nimrod, a much bigger man with larger bones and heavier muscles, ran more like a tiger than a wolf.
Unlike Nimrod, who carried a heavy spear, Gilgamesh wielded a lance. He had developed and fashioned it to suit his lighter weight, to dodge and dart like a wolf that lunges in and leaps back again. It was flexible and light, used for thrusting. Gilgamesh could be as delicate with his lance as a man with a dagger. The lance was black, cut from a young elm tree. The shaft could be bent almost double before breaking—Gilgamesh had tested that with similar elm-wood lances. A loose loop of leather was wound twice around his fist. With its thin blade of razor-sharp bronze, the elm lance was a deadly weapon.
At noon, they rested under a palm tree near a brackish pool of water. In the distance, a mother cheetah led two cubs across the plain. Further away, a herd of gazelles eyed the cheetahs.
Gilgamesh stirred.
“What’s wrong?” Nimrod asked.
Gilgamesh leaped up, grabbing his lance.
Nimrod stood and saw a snake, a poisonous asp, slither from a declivity near the waterhole.
Gilgamesh poised his lance for a death-thrust.
“Wait.”
 “It’s poisonous,” Gilgamesh said.
“I know it is. Yet look how it moves.”
They watched it slither in that unique snake locomotion, unlike any other animal, seeming almost like a magic trick. Its forked tongue darted in and out of the triangular-shaped head.
“It’s hideous,” Gilgamesh said.
“Hideous?” Nimrod asked. “Does a worm move so swiftly, with such cunning?”
Gilgamesh appeared puzzled.
“The snake has no legs, yet it moves faster than many animals. Doesn’t that speak to you of cleverness?”
“I hate snakes,” Gilgamesh said. “I hate asps most of all. Let me kill it before it gets away.”
“Wait,” Nimrod said, as the asp slithered for the thicker grass upslope.
“You’re sparing it?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Yes.”
Gilgamesh shrugged, lowering his lance. “It may sink its fangs into our heel later, poisoning one of us, perhaps causing our death.”
Nimrod squatted as he had before, finishing his joint of meat, washing it down with water from his skin. Soon, Gilgamesh squatted likewise.
“Have you ever wondered whether the tales we’ve been taught are really the truth?” Nimrod asked.
“Which tales?”
“Before our world? Before the Flood particularly?”
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“I’ve wondered about the serpent,” Nimrod said.
“All of them, or a certain one?” asked Gilgamesh.
“The serpent.”
“Do you mean the one in the Garden of Eden?”
“Exactly,” Nimrod said. “The one who spoke to Eve. The one said to have deceived her.”
“Didn’t it deceive her?” Gilgamesh asked.
“What did he say? Or, more accurately, what have we been told the serpent said?”
Gilgamesh rubbed his chin. “Well… That if Eve ate from the Tree of Knowledge, she would be like Jehovah. That her eyes would be opened and she would know good and evil.”
“Isn’t that what happened?” Nimrod asked. “Weren’t her eyes opened?”
“I suppose. But they were driven out of Eden because they disobeyed Jehovah. They lost paradise and gained pain and death. That’s an unequal bargain, in my opinion.”
Nimrod sneered. “Say rather that they struggled for freedom and weren’t strong enough to grasp it. But don’t chastise them for daring. And, in any case, maybe they didn’t lose as much as one thinks.”
“How can you say that?”
“Didn’t the serpent say Eve would never die?” Nimrod asked.
“Yes. An obvious lie,” Gilgamesh said.
“Is it?”
“Of course it is. Everyone dies.”
“Hmm. Eve’s eyes were opened. So she did become like Jehovah. She knew good and evil, and Jehovah, I think, became jealous.”
Gilgamesh looked troubled.
“Consider the evidence. Eve gained knowledge, and Jehovah drove the first man and woman out of Eden because of it. Later, Adam and Eve died. My question is this: Did their spirits go elsewhere? And if their spirits did, then have they really died, or merely taken up existence in another place? If they are still alive, then, in a sense, the serpent spoke the truth about even that.”
Gilgamesh knit his brows.
“We’ve been told certain facts,” Nimrod said. “But only from one side. Isn’t it the case that when two friends argue bitterly, one goes off and tells others what happened. If you listen to the one friend, soon you’re nodding, agreeing with him that the other fellow is indeed a great cretin. You nod because you hear only one set of facts. But if you wander off, come across the other friend and listen to him, soon you’re nodding and agreeing with that one. Then you start to believe that the first fellow was the real fool.”
Gilgamesh chuckled.
“The reason that happens is that the injured person gives you his version of the story. That is why an elder listens to both sides in the presence of each person. Often they cry out ‘liar!’ at each other, but when the two stories are given together, the truth is hashed out.”
“But Jehovah never lies,” Gilgamesh said.
“Who says so?” Nimrod raised he eyebrows. “Why, Jehovah does.”
Gilgamesh rubbed his jaw.
“Yet, even by His own account, Jehovah admits that Satan was right, or at least partly right. Eve did gain the knowledge of good and evil.”
“Yet she didn’t become like Jehovah in the way that she thought she would,” Gilgamesh said.
“How do you know that?” Nimrod asked. “Do we have both sides of the story?”
“Isn’t it evil to speak with Satan? Isn’t that the point, or one of the points, of the tale?”
“Isn’t that what one injured friend always says about the other?” Nimrod asked. “‘Oh, he’s such a liar. You can’t trust anything he says.’”
Gilgamesh shook his head. “You think too deeply for me.”
“No. It’s simply that I’m willing to question what we’ve been fed all our lives. Once you question it, too, then you’ll see things in a different light.”
“Perhaps so.” Gilgamesh craned his neck. “Ah! Now the asp is gone, and I can no longer kill him without searching through the high grass. Don’t blame me if you’re bitten.”
Nimrod slung the waterskin over his shoulder. “We’ll leave that way,” he said, pointing south, “and avoid the asp.” He checked the sun. “I want to reach camp before dusk, so we’ll have to move briskly.”
They traveled in silence. As they rested later under the shade of thorn bushes, Gilgamesh pitched a dirt clod near Nimrod’s feet.
“Suppose you’re right,” Gilgamesh said, as Nimrod looked up. “That we only have one set of facts. And suppose it turns out that Satan knows some of the truth. How does that help us? We’re not able to speak with him, are we?”
“I don’t know,” Nimrod said.
“How does one speak with Satan?” Gilgamesh asked.
Nimrod shrugged.
A few moments later, Gilgamesh asked, “You haven’t been speaking with him already, have you?”
“No,” Nimrod said with a laugh. “So far, it’s all speculation. But, don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying that Satan is right, either.”
“Then who is?” Gilgamesh asked.
Nimrod looked troubled. “I think of all the Hunters, you understand me best. You’ve been a great boon to me, my friend.”
“Isn’t that Uruk?” asked Gilgamesh, flinging a dirt clod at his feet so it disintegrated into many pieces. “Uruk leads when you’re not around. He’s very strong.”
Nimrod studied his friend. “You haven’t been yourself lately. Something weighs on you. Tell me what it is. Maybe I can help.”
Gilgamesh shifted uncomfortably. He’d planned for this moment many times. Yet each time that he’d thought of actually breaching the topic…
“You’ve listened to me talk,” Nimrod said. “Let me listen to you.”
Gilgamesh jumped to his feet and began to pace, and then he whirled around, blurting out the tale of Opis and Uruk. He finished by saying, “Now Uruk wants to marry her. He is going to marry her.”
Nimrod chuckled.
Gilgamesh paled and his mouth went dry.
“I’m sorry,” Nimrod said. “I don’t mean to upset you. It’s simply that I’ve seen the girl. She’s a small thing. I don’t envy her Uruk.”
“Nimrod, I love Opis.”
That sobered Nimrod. “Oh. So that’s what’s bothering you.”
“I don’t have the wealth to offer her father like Uruk does. I don’t know what to do. I can’t let Opis fall into Uruk’s hands.”
“Oh, come now. It’s not as bad as that. She’s pretty, of course. But in time, you’ll have the choice of countless women. If you want my advice, don’t allow yourself to be trapped by any one woman. It is a great mistake.”
Gilgamesh shook his head. “You know I’d follow you anywhere, Nimrod.”
“Yes. You’re very loyal.”
Gilgamesh dropped beside him, clutching Nimrod’s knee. “Help me.”
“How? I’m very limited in what I can do.”
Gilgamesh’s eyes shone. He’d waited months for this moment. “Forbid Uruk to marry her.”
Nimrod grew grave and shook his head. “As much as I wish to see you happy, I cannot arbitrate in such a personal affair between my two best Hunters.”
At any other time, Gilgamesh would have glowed at such praise.
“I think Semiramis said something about this to me the other day,” Nimrod was saying. “Uruk has already given gifts to Opis’s father, goats, I think.”
“They’re not Uruk’s goats,” Gilgamesh said. “They’re from his father’s herd.”
“My point is that this is finished business. A transaction has taken place, goods given to seal a pledge. You must step aside, Gilgamesh. That is the right thing to do.”
Horrified, Gilgamesh rose to his feet.
“While I sympathize with you—you must believe me, I do—I cannot have my Hunters quarreling among themselves. Do you understand?”
Gilgamesh looked stricken.
“The matter must drop here, now, forever. Find yourself someone else to love. There are many women.”
Gilgamesh was bewildered. He had expected that, out of all people, Nimrod could understand. But…Dropped? Never! But he didn’t know what else to say or do. So he nodded.
“Let’s not talk about it anymore,” Nimrod said. He rubbed his chin. “You asked me a question just before we started talking about this. The question was. ‘Who is right, Jehovah or Satan?’ I’ve begun to wonder if neither of them is right. Both seem to use men as pawns in a broader war between themselves. What if… what if men made their own destiny? Do you think such a thing is possible?”
Gilgamesh shrugged.
“Hmm,” Nimrod said, watching Gilgamesh. “Well, I don’t know either. But I wonder about it.” Nimrod grinned. “I suppose in the end, it’s a matter of strength on man’s part, and not being tricked by one side or the other.”
Gilgamesh nodded, and he glanced at the sun.
Nimrod rose. “Right you are. We’ve talked long enough. Let’s keep going.”
Perhaps a half-hour later, they loped along an animal run: a dirt path. Tall grasses swayed higher than their heads. A bird whistled as it perched on a nearby stalk. Gilgamesh darted around the bend, disappearing from view, and Nimrod heard the grass rustle to his left.
Then, to his horror, Black Mane, the cave lion leader, leaped onto the path. The mighty king of lions seemed surprised. He snarled, and his breath was hot and his teeth gleaming death. The luxurious black mane swept back as the mighty cave lion leapt, those awful claws flicking from their skin-sheaths.
Nimrod didn’t have time to call out. He dropped to his knees, ground the spear-butt and clutched the haft with two hands. He had a moment to admire the cave lion’s sinister beauty. What better end than under those massive claws?
Black Mane blocked out the sunlight. And the wicked, razor-sharp point of bronze entered the beast’s chest. The butt on the ground held, kept in place by Nimrod. Black Mane roared in agony. He roared so Nimrod almost lost his grip. The claw tips hooked Nimrod’s tunic, shredding it from his body. Then both monster and hunter were aware of Gilgamesh thrusting his black elm lance from the side. Gilgamesh pulled out a reddened lance and sank it in again, again, and again, like a wasp gone insane. With a tremendous groan, the great cat sank onto the trail, dead, twitching only a moment and then lying forever still.
For several heartbeats, neither Nimrod nor Gilgamesh moved or said a word. Each man sucked air. Then Nimrod drew the heavy spear out of the beast. He kissed the bloody shaft, put his foot upon Black Mane and shouted wildly.
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Several days later, Nimrod, Gilgamesh and Uruk traveled along the shady banks of the Euphrates River. Like a thin strip of forest, date palm trees lined both sides of the mighty, yellow-colored current. From the tops of some of the palms, cooing pigeons watched.
When they had first arrived in the Land between the Two Rivers, the Euphrates had been swollen from the melting snow of the hinterlands. Then the river had been rich with silt and an even muddier brown color, and had flooded wide areas, depositing the new soil in a helter-skelter fashion. In some places, the floods formed reed-rich swamps only now drying out; in others, the rainless alluvium missed the moisture and remained sandy grassland. In this vast, treeless plain of primeval mud, the river fell a mere 112 feet in 210 miles. Accordingly, when the Euphrates flooded, it often left its riverbed and carved out new channels. Because of that tendency and the distribution of silt each year, the riverbed in many places was higher than the surrounding countryside.
As the three men traveled along the palm-lined bank, ducks quacked their way across the four-hundred-yard-wide river, while elephants on the other side dipped their trunks into the flowing waters and hosed it into their mouths. One frisky fellow sprayed his mother until she lowered her head and nudged him.
The sun beat down on everything except whatever hid under the shade of the palm trees. Sweat slicked the three Hunters. Uruk doffed his wolf cap and dragged a brawny forearm across his face. “I’m for a swim.”
Nimrod barely shook his head. He scanned back and forth, seeming to search for something. Ever since reaching the Euphrates, he had refused to be alone for even a moment.
“We could try out my new hooks,” Gilgamesh said. “Let’s wade past the reeds and toss out our lines.”
Nimrod shook his head again. He hadn’t said much today. He kept watching, glancing around and occasionally urging them to hurry. He walked ahead and, without noticing, he walked through dried elephant manure.
“What’s he so fired up about?” muttered Uruk.
Gilgamesh had no idea, but that Uruk even addressed him showed that the brutish Hunter also sensed Nimrod’s unease.
Nimrod whirled around, intent, staring at both of them. He doffed his lion hood—he wore Black Mane’s skin as a hooded cloak. “Whatever happens, don’t panic.”
“What’s going to happen?” Gilgamesh asked.
Nimrod glanced over his shoulder, as if he saw something he didn’t like. Gilgamesh saw nothing unusual.
“Agree to nothing,” whispered Nimrod. “Remain silent, saying neither aye nor nay. Proffers of power or…” He glanced sharply at Gilgamesh “…of woman gained or riches to buy them…” Nimrod shook his head. “Hold your ground, too. Don’t allow yourself to be awed. Remember, about things we can’t see, we can be easily tricked or cheated.”
“What are you talking about?” Uruk asked.
Nimrod bared his teeth. “Follow me, and remember what I’ve just said.” He turned and marched ahead.
Gilgamesh and Uruk, both thoroughly frightened and uneasy, stuck close behind him. They traveled for another league, two, when:
“NIMROD!”
Nimrod skidded to a halt, his eyes wide.
Standing in the sun, or with the sun behind him, stood a shining man. The man’s garments were brilliant, blinding, causing Nimrod to throw his arm over his eyes. Uruk and Gilgamesh fell to their knees, trembling and awe-struck. Uruk groaned, dropping onto his belly to do obeisance. In a moment, Gilgamesh fell beside him.
“O MIGHTY HUNTER,” said the shining man. “WHY HAVE YOU DISOBEYED YOUR FATHER?”
“Who are you?” Nimrod shouted, with his legs trembling.
“I AM BEL. I AM THE ONE YOU SEEK.”
Nimrod dared lower his arm as he squinted. The shining man was awful to look upon, and yet beautiful. Nimrod groaned, falling to his knees. Once again, he pressed his face against his arm.
“I AM THE ANGEL OF LIGHT, OF THE SUN. I AM HERE TO TEACH YOU THE FIRST GLIMMERINGS OF TRUTH.”
“What truth, O Bel?”
“THERE IS MUCH WORK TO DO BEFORE YOU CAN BE LIBERATED FROM THE BONDAGE OF HIM WHOM WE BOTH HATE.”
“From Jehovah, O Bel?”
“FROM THE ONE WHO WOULD MAKE ALL CRAWL LIKE WORMS BEFORE HIM. HEED WELL, MIGHTY HUNTER, AND DO THIS TASK, AND WE SHALL TAKE THEE TO OUR BOSOM THAT THOU MAY JOIN US IN OUR HOLY WAR.”
“What about my companions?”
“THEIR LIVES ARE FORFEIT. FOR THEY HAVE SEEN AND HEARD TOO MUCH.”
“No!” Nimrod said.
“YOU HAVE NO SAY IN THE MATTER. YOUR DISOBEDIENCE FROM YOUR FATHER’S INSTRUCTIONS HAS COST THEM THEIR LIVES.”
“Then slay me, too.”
“DO YOU, ONE SO YOUNG, ALREADY WEARY OF LIFE?”
“Far from it. But I will not stand aside while you slaughter my companions. I am Nimrod. I am the Mighty Hunter.”
“YOU ARE THE CHOSEN OF BEL, WHICH IS INFINITELY MORE WORTHY AND BECOMING THAN YOUR SMALL TITLES.”
Then the bright one, he named Bel, shone more fiercely. Nimrod groaned, with his head sinking and his limbs aquiver. At that moment, he recalled that he had slain Black Mane, and that without a scratch. A prodigy shouldn’t bow. So Nimrod snarled, grinding his teeth. He strove for mastery of himself. He lifted his head, although shielding his eyes with his arm, and he struggled upright, standing as against a powerful wind.
“YOU ARE A GNAT, A WORM OF THE EARTH. WHAT IS THIS YOU TRY TO PROVE?”
“I am Nimrod. I am a man. Destroy me if you are able, but don’t seek to cow me. I refuse to part with my companions, just as I refuse to do your will if you slay them and let me live.”
For a heartbeat, no word was spoken. For two, three, four heartbeats, silence reigned.
“WE GRANT THEE THEIR LIVES, O REBEL, FOR YOU HAVE PROVEN YOURSELF A MAN AMONG MEN. SO WE BID THEE TO DARE TO REACH FOR THE GREAT PRIZE. FIRST, HOWEVER, YOU MUST BUILD THE CITY OF BABEL AND A TOWER, AND THEN YOU WILL TEACH ALL MEN TRUE WISDOM. FOR THE LIGHT-BEARER OF HEAVEN WILL GUIDE THEE, IF YOU HAVE THE STOMACH TO BE KING.”
“I will rule,” Nimrod said. “But I refuse to be any being’s slave, not yours, nor Satan’s nor even Jehovah’s. Yet, if you help me, I will help you.”
“WELL SPOKEN, MIGHTY HUNTER. WE ARE AGREED.”
“So be it,” Nimrod said. “We are agreed.”
 





 
Pharaoh’s Palace
 
“Pharaoh!” cried the high priest of Sekhmet. “I beg you. Please don’t let this old schemer poison you with anymore of his lies!”
Blind old Ham slurped from a saucer of water. He could see nothing, but his ears told him much. He heard the shouting high priest, of course. He also heard the way the man’s golden sandals rubbed on the tiled floor. From here on his stool, he could smell Pharaoh’s sickness.
Ham was weary after speaking for so long. His bones ached for sleep. After telling about Nimrod’s meeting with the angel, he’d needed some water. Now his belly demanded bread.
“These—these lies about Nimrod and the angel—bah!” the high priest of Sekhmet said. “I beg you, Great Pharaoh, order the guard captain to rip out the liar’s tongue.”
“It happened as I said,” Ham protested.
“Do you take Pharaoh for a simpleton?” the high priest asked.
“It is late,” Pharaoh said slowly.
“He tries to poison you with these lies,” the high priest declared. “In some nefarious fashion, he thinks it will help him escape your wrath.”
“I help Pharaoh by speaking the truth,” said Ham.
“Your old age has turned you daft,” the high priest said. “Pharaoh, if you desire Sekhmet’s help in curing you, you must—”
“Pharaoh must obey your whims?” Ham asked. He was old and blind, and he was weary. But he could out-argue a pretentious high priest any day.
“These blasphemies you dare spout—”
Ham laughed loudly. “You’re nothing but a foolish child. Did you ride on the Ark? Did you face a Nephilim giant? No, you milk the foolish with your tales of Sekhmet.”
The high priest gasped in outrage. “How dare you demean the gods of Egypt. Pharaoh, this is unbelievable.”
“I walked on the empty Earth,” Ham said. “I was there when animals roamed among a handful of people. You would have died under a lion’s claws or entered a wolf’s belly. I witnessed the dreaded Tower of Babel. And I was there before the tower, and know why men attempted the foolishness of building it.”
“There truly was a tower?” Pharaoh asked.
“The tower explains why the world is so divided,” said Ham.
“Pharaoh,” the high priest said, “you’re pale. Your left hand trembles. I suggest you sleep and send this ancient blasphemer to the dungeons.”
“He might not last the night,” Pharaoh said.
“Let him go elsewhere then,” the high priest said. “I bid you, however, to rest yourself.”
“I am very tired,” Pharaoh admitted.
Ham was also tired. But he suspected that he would never reenter Pharaoh’s presence if he left now. The high priest of Sekhmet had a reason for wanting him sent away. It wasn’t the stated reason. No, there was something else going on.
“Old schemer,” Pharaoh said.
“Lord,” said Ham. “I wonder why the high priest of Sekhmet doesn’t wish you cured.”
“That’s a lie!” cried the high priest.
“I hold Pharaoh’s cure,” Ham said.
“Then tell us now,” the high priest said. “Save our Pharaoh’s life while there is time.”
“Yes,” Pharaoh said. “Tell me now. I am weary. I need sleep.”
“Do you wish for life?” Ham asked.
“I’m not interested in more of your verbal trickery,” Pharaoh said. “Tell me how I may be cured.”
“Yes. Before I do that—”
“Guard captain,” Pharaoh said.
“Here, Lord,” said the guard captain.
“I wonder…” Ham said. “High Priest, are you a good friend of Pharaoh’s eldest son?”
“What are you implying?” Pharaoh asked.
“Maybe your high priest of Sekhmet wishes to serve your son more than he wishes to serve you, Pharaoh,” said Ham.
“That is an outrageous lie!” the high priest shouted.
“You protest too loudly,” Ham said. “I have already stated that Pharaoh may know the cure to his plague. Now, while he is tired, you urge him to forgo the answer to his suffering. I wonder why that is.”
“You’re a foul old—”
“Silence,” Pharaoh told the high priest.
Ham heard tapping. He was so tired. He was hungry. But now wasn’t the moment to ask for more bread. Would Pharaoh listen to the rest of the tale? Could he save Egypt from a horrible doom?
“I will listen a little longer,” Pharaoh told Ham. “But if you take too long, if your story should ramble into boring tales of lineage, yes, then you shall die a quick death.”
“Pharaoh—” the high priest of Sekhmet tried to say.
“I have spoken,” Pharaoh said. “Let none then think to overrule my will. What do you say to that, high priest?”
“As you will, Pharaoh.”
“Ham?” asked Pharaoh.
Ham slurped from the saucer of water. He hoped he had the strength to tell the entire tale. “Listen, Pharaoh, about what happened after the dreadful meeting with the angel…”
 





Babel
 
1.
 
Canaan and his clan remained in the Zagros Mountains. Kush, Menes, Put and the others led their families to the land of promise. In the foothills, they learned the miraculous tale of Nimrod’s meeting with an angel. Gilgamesh and Uruk attested to it. They had heard a roaring sound and seen a bright light. At the very end, they had heard the angel pronounce their doom, and they had heard, too, and gushed in the telling of how Nimrod had saved them.
In a long train of lumbering wagons and two-wheeled oxcarts, the tribe of Ham left the foothills. On the plain of Shinar, they raised dust clouds. Children walked with their parents, and there were herds of bleating sheep, goats, cattle and protective hounds. Great wealth lay in the clattering wagons, and the people chattered excitedly about the richness of the alluvial soil and the vast sea of grass.
At the Euphrates, where the angel had spoken with Nimrod, Kush built a large earthen mound. From chiseled stones taken from his wagon, Kush constructed an altar. Then he called an assembly of the people. He lifted his large hands, and his broad, seamed face was a study in seriousness.
Quiet descended as mothers hushed their children and fathers nudged teenage sons.
“Does our patriarch plant each seed for his tribe, forge each dagger and hoe?” Kush asked, in a loud voice. “No. His sons plow the fields. His grandsons blow through tubes that heat the smithy fire. His daughters sew garments and bake bread. So, too, does Jehovah delegate tasks to various angels. Some move the stars. Some cause the wind to blow, the sun to shine and snow to fall on the hinterlands that feed the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Each of these angels serves the Holy One. Now I ask you. How does a son of Ham feel when he plows the fields if he is never recognized for it? What if I eat at my father’s house and say: ‘What a wonderful meal, thank you.’ But I never thank my sisters for their labor in the kitchen. Wouldn’t I have slighted them? In such a manner, I would have slighted my father. So, too, do we slight Jehovah by never thanking the angel of the sun for his hard work, or the angel of the moon for giving us light in the darkness. Or we slight the angels of the stars, who move them for us and thus tell us the seasons and move the constellations which represent the stories of long ago, first told by Father Adam, his son, Seth, and the venerable Enoch.”
The wind stirred nearby palm trees lined against the Euphrates. Opposite the trees in a corral of circled wagons, a cow waiting to be milked lowed in complaint.
“As a farmer who is intimate with nature,” Kush said, “which is to say with the doings of Jehovah, I will take some of my possessions and sacrifice them to the angel in thanksgiving for all of us.”
People nodded, impressed, and after the sacrifice the elders and the heads of each family met to discuss how to begin construction of the city.
The plain of Shinar was unlike anything they had seen. Few trees grew on the flat sheet that spread as far as sun shone. So no farmer needed to hew trees to clear his field or laboriously cut out stumps or clear rocks, for there were practically no stones in the land. Reeds sprouted wherever water stagnated and date palms grew thick along the river’s raised banks.
Nimrod and his Hunters had described the seasons, the chilly, rainy winter, the rising of the Euphrates in spring and, in some areas, the vast flooding, and the hot months of summer when rain seldom fell. Knowing this, the men took out shovels and pickaxes, a kind of short-handled hoe. Under the direction of either Kush or Menes, they picked and dug canals. Meanwhile, Nimrod and his Hunters supplied venison.
The Euphrates was unlike any river they had ever encountered, or that Ham had heard about in the Old World. Each year the river turned muddy-brown with silt washed down from the highlands. The churning, seething floodwaters kept the silt moving, but on the flat plain the speed of the water—the current—slowed and the silt deposited itself. Gradually, perhaps since the Deluge almost 100 years ago, this depositing silt had built-up the banks of the Euphrates. Thus, incredibly, the river flowed above the plain.
Even at the Euphrates’s low level of mid-summer, moving the water through the canals over a long distance proved easy because of the river’s beginning height. Only for their special gardens of onions, leeks, garlic, cucumbers and lettuce did they need to hoist water to higher levels. There they used a shaduf, a long pole with a rope and bucket on one end and a stone as counterweight on the other end, with an upright post used as a pivot or fulcrum. A man pulled the bucket against the counterweight of stone. He dipped the bucket into the lower canal and used the counterweight to help hoist the water to a higher canal. Working from dawn to dusk with a shaduf, a man could move 600 gallons a day.
 The hot summer sun, the rich soil and the unlimited water produced heavy blades of wheat and barley with astonishing yields. Barley grew best. Oil pressed from the many-colored sesame seeds were used for cooking and were used as lamp fuel and cosmetics, while sesame seed cakes became a staple. To hold all the grain, potters fashioned large jars and plugs of clay.
Even the wild date palms gave fantastic yields, dropping, on average, one hundred pounds of fruit per tree. The stone in the fruit they crushed for cattle feed or burned into charcoal. The fruit itself was eaten fresh or pressed into thick syrup. They used the syrup instead of honey or made a potent date palm wine. The tree trunk they fashioned into doors and wagons. The ribs of the tree made beds and chairs. The leaves were bound into brooms to sweep away dust. The fibers were woven into baskets, ropes and fishnets, while the young shoots at the top of the tree made a tasty salad.
During this joyous time of initial building and new possibilities, Gilgamesh despaired. It was true that he had become a gifted tracker. He was lean and tireless, with stringy muscles suited to long runs, and he had a growing patience for hiding behind thorn bushes as he watched nervous gazelle. The sun had baked him brown, and the endless hunting gave him a serious look, giving intensity to his squint.
One day as he returned from the dusty plain, with several hounds loping beside him and a slain gazelle slung about his neck, he stopped at a shrinking lagoon. As the hounds lapped water, a man only a little older than Gilgamesh parted reeds with a net slung over his shoulder and a string of carp in his hand.
Gilgamesh often thought of Opis, and the youth before him had similar features. It was Ramses, her brother, dressed in a Hunter’s leathers.
They shook hands and commenced to walk together, congratulating each other on a good day’s bounty. Then they fell silent as Gilgamesh brooded.
“Uh,” Ramses said, glancing at him sidelong, “Opis says to say hello.”
Gilgamesh knit his brow, and with a decisive movement, he dug from under his belt a smooth black stone that seemed to suck in the sunlight.
“That’s jet,” Ramses said, appraisingly. “It’s a precious stone.”
“It’s my lucky stone. Here. Give it to Opis.”
Ramses eyed him, and perhaps it was only the sunlight, but something seemed to glimmer in those eyes. “Can I give you some advice?”
“Not if you’re going to tell me to leave your sister alone.” Gilgamesh scowled. “The thought of Uruk touching her makes me boil.”
“Indeed. But for you to save Opis from him, you must make her your wife.”
“How? I own no flocks or cultivated fields. My valor and wits are my only possessions.”
“Those won’t buy a wife,” Ramses said. “Now that piece of jet… My father adores gold, silver and precious stones. If you could add to your jet or gain a few flocks or some cultivated fields…”
Gilgamesh shook his head. “Hunters have no time for idle pursuits.”
“How does one gain wealth then?”
“Valor is the goal,” Gilgamesh said.
For a time, their tramp was the only sound.
“My point,” Ramses said, “is that if you ever do gain wealth, you must come to my father and lay half of it at his feet. Say: ‘I wish to marry Opis.’ He’ll look at your goods and say, ‘Not enough.’ Then begin to add a little more. Bargain. If you have enough and argue very hard, Opis will become yours and Uruk will have been thwarted.”
“Would your father go back on his deal with Uruk?”
“My father adores Uruk’s goods, not his personality.”
Gilgamesh grew thoughtful.
“You have a little less than two years,” Ramses said. “For on Opis’s fifteenth birthday, she will marry.”
Gilgamesh put away the jet.
Later, Ramses said, “You might sneak by sometime. If…”
“Yes?”
“If you promise on your honor that you won’t dishonor my sister,” Ramses said.
“I would do nothing to shame her.”
Ramses smiled. “Perhaps I’ll tell her you said hello. That you’ve been thinking about her.”
“Yes!” Gilgamesh blushed. “Please, do that.”
 





 
2.
 
Old Rahab picked her way along the riverbank. She moved between palm-tree stumps as the bloated sun sank into the horizon. The waning light reflected off the Euphrates, creating shimmering sparkles. Behind her, in the opposite direction, came the sounds of thudding pickaxes and Kush shouting as he acted as foreman.
They built a wall around Babel, one of mud-brick.
The city was a collection of reed huts, leather tents and the foundations of mud-brick homes. Parked around each dwelling were wagons, oxcarts and occasionally a chariot, with reed or mud fences holding their populations of chickens, piglets and playing children.
Slipping farther from the workers and coming closer to the shore’s shorn reeds, Rahab drew her woolen cloak tighter around her. Downstream, she noticed honking, flying geese as they skidded into the river. The geese hurried into the reeds of the far shore. With the coming of dusk, Ham would chide her if he knew she strayed alone. He would tell her she should have taken some hounds or a grandson with a spear.
Rahab smiled wearily.
Constant hustle and bustle, keeping peace between families and hordes of screaming children wore her out. She wished tonight to spot the first star as she used to at Noah’s Keep. She wondered what to wish for.
A horn pealed behind her, signaling the stoppage of wall building.
No doubt, most women already had supper simmering, with soup or hot venison and mounds of peas, lentils and cucumbers. Even now, children likely scurried into their reed huts or ran into the leather tents or the foundations of homes. Surely, in home after home, wives and children awaited the return of father, the quick dipping of hands into washbasins, and the moment when all would be seated at mats or tables or even the stumps of old trees to begin the last meal of the day.
Tonight, Ham ate with Menes. It was the reason she had chosen solitude. She wondered about the angel of the sun, trying to make up her mind about him. She wished she could ask Shem his opinion or, better yet, Noah.
Rahab stopped, surprised, finding that someone had beaten her to the river.
As the sun sank, Rahab noticed someone skipping wood chips on the river. The rounded projectiles floated after they quit skipping. The person’s movements were liquid, graceful. The long dark hair meant it was a woman. She wore an amazon costume, with strips of deerskin imitating a dress. A belted dagger meant she was armed.
As Rahab worked closer, cool air whispered off the Euphrates. She noted that the geese had hidden themselves for the night. She cleared her throat.
Semiramis the Beautiful turned. Her look was wistful. As she pocketed the wood chips, her stunning features closed, becoming withdrawn and imperious.
“I hope I’m not intruding,” Rahab said.
Semiramis seemed to think it over and, after a moment, shrugged.
As the tip of the sinking sun threw a last ray across the waters, inspiration or a spirit of clarity came to Rahab. According to rumors, Deborah, Semiramis’s new stepmother, didn’t get along with her. Many of the tribe’s women gave Semiramis a wide berth. The inspiration for why Semiramis was here seemed obvious as Rahab thought about it, and she berated herself for not having seen it sooner. The woman was lonely. 
“Why… Why don’t you join us for supper tomorrow?” Rahab asked.
Semiramis cloaked her surprise, her hand rising in a gesture of indifference.
“I imagine it is lonely being a Hunter’s wife,” Rahab said, “what with Nimrod’s frequent hunting forays.”
“Sometimes, I suppose that’s true,” Semiramis said, staring at the river.
Rahab stood beside the tall woman, and she began to feel the void—the ache. All alone while surrounded by laughing, working people united in purpose.
She took hold of Semiramis’s hand.
This third shock softened Semiramis’s features—for a moment. Then she withdrew her hand. “I wish my brother was here. Minos made me laugh.”
Rahab interpreted it to mean, Minos liked me for me. He was my friend. Rahab smiled. Maybe it was a grimace. Semiramis had always made her uncomfortable. She was so beautiful and self-assured.
“I think we should head back before it’s too dark to see,” Rahab said.
“To the city?” Semiramis asked, with a hint of mockery.
“We’ll walk along the shore.”
Semiramis agreed, and they moved just above the reeds, soon passing a trio of date palms that had survived the axes. As the city’s many lamps and candles flickered into view, a low sob from some uncut reeds brought them to a halt.
“Did you hear that?” Rahab whispered.
“I did.”
They followed the sobs like retrievers to a wounded duck. It wasn’t wild shrieking, but low moans and sniffling.
“Who is it?” Rahab called. The sun had gone down, and it was hard to see.
The moaning stopped.
“We know you’re there,” Semiramis said.
In a moment, reeds stirred, parted, and a girl peered at them.
“Opis!” Rahab cried. “What are you doing here?”
Drying her eyes, Opis climbed out of the reeds and kept adjusting her dress, almost slipping on the bank. Rahab helped Opis up and wiped away a tear. Semiramis stepped behind her, touching Opis’s back.
Opis flinched.
“Who beat you?” Semiramis asked.
Shocked, Rahab turned Opis around. The dress was torn because someone had used a whip on her. Rahab felt raised welts.
“Did Uruk do this?” Semiramis asked.
“Uruk?” Rahab asked, shocked.
“He’s betrothed to Opis,” Semiramis said.
“Ah,” Rahab said. “Child, did Uruk beat you?”
Opis shook her head.
“Who then?” Rahab asked. “Tell us.”
“My…my father,” Opis said.
“Lud?” Rahab asked.
Opis hung her head. “He…he caught me with Gilgamesh, and he called me awful names.”
“What were you two doing?” Rahab asked.
“Talking,” Opis said, her eyes wide. “Gilgamesh is noble, a man of honor.”
Semiramis made a soft sound, perhaps a snort.
“He is honorable,” Opis said.
“Then why did your father beat you?” Rahab asked.
Opis hesitated, until the story gushed out. According to Ramses, Uruk had talked to Lud. Uruk was furious because the Hunters laughed at him and called him a fool. Uruk claimed his betrothed slipped off with Gilgamesh. He had demanded the practice stop or he’d reclaim his goats and break off the arrangement. Lud had acted swiftly.
“I see,” Rahab said. “Do you love Uruk?”
“No!”
“What about Gilgamesh?”
“Oh yes, Great Grandmother. I love him very much.” Then, frail Opis wept.
“You must come with me,” Rahab said, “and tell Ham your story.”
“I can’t. Father would talk nice to you and Great Grandfather and afterward beat me even harder. I must obey him.”
“Yes,” Rahab said. “A child’s duty is to obey her parents. But surely your mother—”
“Please don’t say anything. Mother is frightened, too. It’s all up to Gilgamesh.”
“What do you expect him to do?” Rahab asked.
“To save me,” Opis whispered, her eyes shining. “Just as he saved me from Uruk years ago.”
“Maybe it’s time to save yourself,” Semiramis said.
Opis blinked with incomprehension.
“Or, then again, maybe not,” Semiramis said dryly.
 





 
3.
 
Ham didn’t see what he could do for Opis, but for the sake of peace in his tent, he shuffled through Babel’s darkened lanes, leaning on his ivory-handled cane. Soon he found himself by Lud’s tent. He took a deep breath and knocked on a tent pole. Ramses poked his head out.
“Tell your father I wish to see him,” Ham said.
Ramses ducked out of sight.
“What’s Grandfather want with me this time of night?” an irritated Lud asked inside.
Ramses’ answer was muffled.
Soon, foxy-faced Lud, with his fine hair swept to the left, stepped outside as he threw a woolen cloak over his shoulders, pinning it with a golden broach. He was like many of Menes’s sons, muscular, broad-shouldered and thin-hipped. “It’s late,” he grumbled.
Ham decided he didn’t like his grandson’s tone. So he poked Lud in the belly with his cane.
Lud gasped.
“Restraint is the watchword in my tribe,” Ham said. “Civilized behavior is what I expect. By all means, control your children, but shredding your daughter’s dress with a switch isn’t justified.”
“She disobeyed me!”
“At least control your avarice long enough to consider the golden situation you have been given.”
“What situation?”
“Gilgamesh and Uruk are two of a kind,” Ham said. “Each saw the angel.”
“So what?” Lud asked, still rubbing his belly.
“So, at the moment, one is rich, or has a rich father, while the other has nothing.”
“Don’t you think I know that?”
Ham scowled, fingering his cane.
Lud warily took a step back.
“Why not play the two against each other?” Ham suggested.
Lud snorted. “Because Uruk will take his offer back and leave me nothing.”
“You’re not thinking. Consider the rivalry between Uruk and Gilgamesh, the hatred. Now, if Uruk thinks he might lose Opis to Gilgamesh of all people, why, I wouldn’t be surprised if he offered you even more.”
Lud blinked until a sly grin slid onto his features. “Say, that’s rather clever.”
The idea had been planted in fertile soil. So Ham departed, deciding that, despite what he had told Rahab earlier, he had been able to do something after all.
 





 
4.
 
Ham hefted a short-handled, bronze-headed pickaxe as Kush spoke to him and the elders inside a new mud-brick home. Kush spoke on the lack of hardwood, stone and supplies of copper ore.
Shinar lacked all three. The soft palm trees were useful but nothing like oak or elm. Because of these lacks, Babel had become a city of clay or sun-dried mud bricks. To make them, a brickmaker piled clay onto a reed mat and poured water. After scattering straw or dung, he trod it underfoot. That mixture he slopped into rectangular wooden molds open on both the top and bottom. The top was dried in the sun for several days. Then it was turned over. The hotter the sun shined, the faster the bricks dried. Once they were thoroughly dry, a man could build a wall, a house, a shed or a fence.
As he listened to Kush, Ham gripped the pickaxe in his callused hands. With these tools, they had raised walls, built dams and drained flooded land or prepared the land for winter plowing. The pickaxe was a gift from Jehovah, as useful as the adz had been in sheering planks for the Ark. This, he suspected, was his reason for being: to wield such tools, to make, build, construct and fashion from the sweat of his brow.
Kush sat down, quaffing ale and wiping his mouth with a brawny forearm.
Put, with his hawk-like visage, rose. Lighter-skinned and more supple-muscled than Kush, he spoke rapidly, gesturing often.
Winter approached and they had ample supplies of wheat, barley and sesame seeds, a surfeit of cattle, sheep, goats and swine. But stone tools had shattered and the need for extra copper had grown. They needed a source for hardwoods and malachite, and a source for tin, gold and silver.
Ham set the pickaxe down and nosily blew out his cheeks.
Put grew silent, and his sons glanced at him.
“The river flows downstream,” Ham said. “A simple observation, I realize. Viewed another way, it means that if one follows the Euphrates upstream long enough, he’ll reach the hills and mountains that feed it. Oak and elm will surely carpet those hills, as will granite and malachite. I propose to trek there, cut down trees, make rafts and float them back to Babel with a load of stones.”
Half the Hunters volunteered to go.
By donkey-train they went, following the winding river through the flat grasslands, the foothills and finally the hills themselves, the watershed catchments already blanketed with snow.
“We’re near Ararat,” Ham said, when they arrived. “Probably close to Japheth Land.”
Nimrod and Gilgamesh traded glances. Beor was said to live in Japheth Land.
For weeks, they hewed trees, raising blisters until they all had leathery palms like Ham. From time to time, Nimrod hunted deer. With a stone, Gilgamesh scraped fat off the skins and Ham tanned the skins with gathered alum and gallnuts. Then he sliced the skins into strips and braiding them into ropes. They bound floating logs with these ropes and rolled granite, flint, obsidian and sandstone onto these rafts, sending off each giant raft with a two-man team using long oars and poles.
“What about the donkeys?” Gilgamesh asked. “Can they ride the rafts?”
Ham instructed them to cut reeds. With them, he made large round frames two or three times the length of a man. To these frames, he stretched the last of the deerskins, taut on the bottom, but not fined-off or tapered at the bow or stern. For flooring, Ham lined them with dried grass and then piled sacks of acorns and one or two donkeys apiece. The circular boats carried two paddlers each, one in the front drawing the paddle to him and another standing in the back giving a backward thrust. Just like the rafts, the current helped propelled them home.
For supplies of copper, tin and gold ore, loaded donkey-trains wound back to the Zagros Mountains, to the settlement where the sons of Canaan lived. Beer, sesame-seed oil and fine pottery were bartered in exchange for the needed ores.
They discovered bitumen in a smallish river named Is, a tributary of the Euphrates. Great quantities of bitumen lumps were dredged up there. The tarry substance had many uses, among them a new form of ink; another was as asphalt-like coating for reed boats.
With these boats, Hunters traveled downstream of Babel and into a vast marsh filled with canebrakes and shallow lagoons. Thousands, perhaps millions of migrating pelicans, flamingos, geese, ducks, coots, gulls and terns used the delta marsh. At times, the entire sky seemed to move with them. The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers inundated the delta before their waters flushed out into the sea. With nets, bone-tipped arrows and traps, the Hunters captured or slew fowls by the bushel, and thousands of eggs made their way back to Babel.
The city thrived, and time passed, although the second year proved more harrowing than the first. They had only dealt with the Euphrates during its lower water levels. Beginning in spring, when the snows in the upstream mountains and hills melted, the river began to rise. That signaled the sowing for summer barley, ten days of grueling work. Everyone split into teams, or cooperatives, helping each other.
Gilgamesh, against Nimrod’s advice, was one of these, borrowing seed grain from Ham. He worked an outer field, carefully following his Great Grandfather’s instructions. First, canal water irrigated his field. “But not too high,” Ham said. Later, Gilgamesh drained the field and drove specially shod oxen over the weeds, trampling them and adding manure. With a mattock, he worked each field over twice. Afterward, he harrowed the ground smooth and ploughed, with boys breaking any remaining clods.
Sowing meant a plough, with another man with a bag dropping seeds behind it. Afterward, he carefully cleared the furrows of any new clods.
There would be more soakings—the first when young barley sprouts filled the furrows, the second when the barley covered the ground like a mat and lastly when the stalks reached full height.
By the beginning of summer, floodtides threatened. The Euphrates had become a raging river, terrifying everyone. The very soil of the alluvial plain, the mud, made the matter worse. The mud was deep, soft and therefore yielding. The canals filled with fresh silt, the canal-mouths choking with it. Some canals overflowed, creating shallow lagoons and nullifying all the hard labor.
Fortunately, the flooding only struck a few fields, outer ones—Gilgamesh’s among them. Thus, he lost the crop and owed Ham for the seed grain. He was now further behind in wealth than if he hadn’t tried to farm.
Forestalling further tragedy, Kush ordered teams here and there, digging new canals, clearing old ones of silt and building emergency dams. That proved the most labor intensive of all the varied tasks, for the soft earth readily collapsed. Instead of supporting the shifting silt, it yielded to it, drawn along. Consequently, during the worst floods, rotating teams had to be on hand and alert to a dam’s destruction.
Farther upstream, the riverbank broke and flooded wide sections of plain. There, reeds sprang to life. In other places, lagoons and shallow seas formed. Ducks and herons came in thousands. Carp, eels and various other fish swarmed the lagoons. With large draw nets, fishermen standing in their reed boats scooped up many of these fish. The upper edge of the draw net floated because of cork, while the lower edge sank due to stone weights. When drawn tight, hundreds of fish flopped and floundered in the nets. Bird-catchers spread similar nets over nesting places or they baited traps and waited for the fowl to nibble bait.
Finally, the floodwaters receded, and the summer sun caused the crops to leap out of the ground. In gratitude, Kush sacrificed to the angel of the sun. The people settled into the routine of weeding, repairing canals or hoisting water with shadufs.
Life seemed good to Ham, Kush and to most of the farmers and their wives and children. One man, however, a Hunter, grew frantic as Opis’s fifteenth birthday drew nearer.
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Nimrod and the Hunters built a large mud-brick hall named the Barracks. Like all such dwellings, first a mound had been shoveled into place and allowed to dry, the theory being that such protected the house from possible flood and damp earth. Then, brick by brick, cemented with liquid clay mortar, the walls were raised. Lastly, palm tree planks overlaid with palm leaves formed the roof, which was covered with a layer of mud.
Wind and rainstorms, unfortunately, washed away mud and caused leaks. To repair the leaky roof, men had to plaster on more mud. To quick-dry and flatten this new mud, or to simply dry out the old after a rain, a large rolling stone was left on the Barracks roof.
Many such dwellings had dirt floors. Nimrod tiled the Barracks with brick flooring. In the Barracks lived the Hunters, a few of them with their newlywed wives.
Semiramis presently moved alone through the dark halls and corridors. Nimrod and a band of Hunters had left two weeks ago. He had made Gilgamesh her watchdog. She smiled. Poor Gilgamesh, he was dying to have Opis, but now he was a maid for Nimrod’s wife.
She greeted Gilgamesh in the main yard: a dirt field surrounded by a brick wall, with straw targets at the southern end.
Today, he had promised to take her gazelle hunting.
They headed inland, away from the cultivated fields and canals. Two other Hunters joined them. Gilgamesh explained how they would swing out in a wide arc to beat sticks and scare gazelles toward them. They reached a desolate region of scrub, thorns and dusty grasslands. The two beaters jogged away with several hounds, leaving Semiramis and Gilgamesh alone on the treeless plain. The sun neared noon. Heat waves shimmered on the horizon.
“Must we march in the heat of day?” she asked.
Gilgamesh mopped his forehead. His scarlet headband was already soaked with sweat. “It’s hot, but at least the lions won’t bother us. They’re busy seeking relief in the shade.”
“I wish we did the same.”
He pointed at a thicket. “We can wait there, I suppose.”
Soon they crouched in the shade.
“Can I sip from your waterskin,” she asked. “Mine’s empty.” Gilgamesh passed his over and Semiramis sipped, dropping something into it, capping it and shaking the skin. He raised his eyebrows.
“Honey drops,” she said. “Try it.”
Gilgamesh uncapped the skin and guzzled. He nodded, but the water tasted no different.
She asked about Opis. He shrugged.
“No, no,” Semiramis said. “I’d like to hear.”
Gilgamesh talked for a while, frowned, and touched his forehead.
“Do you feel dizzy?” Semiramis asked, sliding closer, studying him.
“I do.”
“I know why.”
He lowered his hand, looking at her. Her smile was sly and intoxicating. She was beautiful.
“There’s a little green fly from the delta marsh. A very special fly Deborah told me about. I crushed and mixed it with herbs and date-palm honey.”
Gilgamesh brought up the waterskin.
“Those weren’t honey drops, my handsome hunter, but a love draught to loosen your restraint.”
He noticed how near she was, the smell of her perfume and the way her lips parted.
“How you must ache to hold Opis,” Semiramis said. “How you must long to kiss her, to have her.” Semiramis touched his forearm. “We’re both lonely, and both…” She squeezed his forearm. “The love draught is impossible to resist.”
Her eyes were fire.
“Am I not beautiful?” she whispered.
Gilgamesh’s senses roared. And because of the potion, he told himself, whatever happened wasn’t his fault.
They embraced.
“I’m yours, Gilgamesh,” Semiramis whispered.
His stirred passions, the roaring of his senses—Gilgamesh gave a great shout and tore away from her. “I can’t, I can’t!” he cried. He bolted, confused and guilty. After a league of running, he collapsed on the dirt. Would Nimrod kill him? What if Opis found out?
Motion in the distance warned him of someone’s approach.
Gilgamesh crouched, working over in his mind the adage of the anger of a woman scorned. It was empty in this interior country, with only vultures wheeling overhead. If he killed Semiramis—“No!” He felt sick at his murderous thoughts.
He rose to greet her. She searched his face. She was so beautiful. Lust rose in him, but he fought it down.
“Oh, Gilgamesh,” she said, taking his hand. “I am well pleased.”
“What?”
Semiramis laughed as if she were a naiad of the grasslands. “I but tested your love for Nimrod. Oh, you have surpassed my fondest hopes. Now, I can trust you. Please forgive me for doubting you, and for putting you through such a bitter test.”
He frowned. He had thought about killing her. “No, Semiramis. I ask forgiveness. I thought… I don’t know what I thought. How could it have been anything but a test?”
“Noble Gilgamesh,” Semiramis said, with a bitter smile. “Let us forget this incident and return to the hunt.”
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Nimrod returned from the north with a raft of mighty cedars. He sought out Ham, reminding the patriarch of the stories he used to tell of an Antediluvian tribe that made giant outrigger canoes.
“You have your reed boats,” Ham said.
“They’re not good enough for deep-sea voyages.”
“Why bother with that?
“To explore,” Nimrod said. “To outdo the exploits of the sons of Japheth, who, they say, went to the Far North and saw strange sights and returned with secret treasures. Might there not be lands beyond the delta-marsh filled with nuggets of gold or copper ores?”
Under Ham’s direction, and with adzes and axes, Hunters hollowed out the two biggest cedars. With sturdy but flexible planks, Ham joined the two giant dugouts, making a catamaran. He spread reed mats onto the planks and made a deck, and in the center of the deck, he built a post for a small sail. In the bow and stern of each dugout, Ham built watertight compartments, there to store jerky, dried fruit and clay jugs of water. With a bow drill, he fashioned holes in each dugout’s sides, screwing in short wooden struts and stretching oiled awnings as shelter from the wind, rain and sun. Lastly, he fixed leather loops or tholepins onto the outer side of each dugout and slid five oars through them to an outrigger.
With the vessel finally built, Ham named it the Odyssey.
As Nimrod selected his crew, growing lyrical on the joys of adventure, of exploring the unknown and of the possible treasures, a company of notables urged Ham to guide the youngsters. Ham declined, citing two reasons: First, his bad hip precluded him from taking rugged journeys. Second, ever since surviving the Ark, he loathed the idea of sea travel.
“But that’s just it,” Nimrod said one day by the boat. “Who among us has spanned the world like you? Who knows more about ship-handling than you?”
Ham snorted. “For a year, I sat in a barge that slid wherever the tides moved us. That’s my ship-handling expertise.”
“What fools you are,” Deborah later told Nimrod. “Convince Rahab that Ham should go. She’s the only one who can persuade him when his mind is made up.”
Nimrod took her advice, and soon thereafter Ham reluctantly agreed to join them.
Several days later, they tested the oars and sail and found the Odyssey a maneuverable little ship. As they cruised down the Euphrates, the fifteen-man crew accustomed themselves to it.
In the delta marsh, Ham kept them in the fastest flowing channels, avoiding swamps and canebrakes and trying to stay out of stagnant lagoons. They spied many birds, although the migratory ones had left for summer breeding grounds.
On the fourth day, in the afternoon, they crossed the sea bar and headed toward a vast expanse of water. Everyone but Ham marveled at the sight of waves and a distant horizon where sea met sky. The young men shouted and pointed out how deep the waters seemed.
“It’s horrifying,” Enlil whispered, as he peered into the green depths.
Gilgamesh swallowed hard. Waves, small ones according to Ham, thumped against the boat, making it rise and fall. Anu fell overboard. The Hunters laughed as they hauled him back aboard.
Leaning over, cupping his hand, Gilgamesh tasted the water. He spit it out. Salty, just as Anu said.
“We should turn back,” rumbled Uruk, who sat in the middle of the reed matting.
Ham chuckled. “The sight of a real sea wets your breeches, eh? Now imagine what it’s like when you’re out there and a storm roars over you.”
They glanced at the old man with leathery skin. He swayed with each swell, perfectly at ease as he laughed.
“What do you think lies beyond the horizon?” Nimrod asked.
Ham shrugged. “We’re not going to explore like that, straight across the sea. No, my boy, we’re going to hug the land like lubbers.” Ham pointed to his right, at a sandy shore. “To oars!”
The young men scrambled to obey as Ham drew Nimrod aside. “Here’s your first lesson as captain. Whenever things look bleak or your men grow panicked, give them something to do. It takes their minds off trouble.”
That night, as the sun went down, they made landfall on the sheltered southern shore of an island. They explored it the next day and found nothing of note. So they set sail again on the Bitter Sea, as some of them called it, or the Sea of the Rising Sun, as Ham said. For several days, they bobbed along the ocher shores, occasionally landing to search for gold or malachite or salt licks. Mostly, they found salt marshes, desert and crawling sea turtles.
On the fifth day on the open sea, Ham checked their water supply before telling Nimrod, “Either we find fresh water in the next few days, or we must turn back.”
They had gained their sea legs by now, and the sun had bronzed each of them. They often marveled at fat sea cows, laughed at sporting dolphins and shivered when the dark shape of a shark glided under the boat. Hundreds of various fish lived in the Bitter Sea and coral reefs near shore never failed to amaze them.
The next afternoon, limestone cliffs and dusty, green date palms stood out to sea. They rowed to what Ham called an island, albeit a large one. On a sandy beach, they drew the ship ashore. Unlike the salt marshes and deserts, this island abounded in date palms and lush vegetation.
“It doesn’t make sense,” Nimrod said. “Why is this place different?”
Gilgamesh found an artesian spring. It bubbled out of clean rocks. The water was cool and created a small stream to the sea.
When shown, Ham stood transfixed.
“It’s just like you told us how it used to be in Antediluvian times,” Gilgamesh said. “How fresh water bubbled out of the earth.”
“I thought the Deluge destroyed such things,” Nimrod said.
Almost reverently Ham cupped his hands into the water, drinking. “This is the Blessed Land,” he intoned. “I name thee, Dilmun.” He told them about an island in the Old World that had been known for its Eden-like gardens.
For several days, they trampled through tall flower fields and park-like groves of palm trees. Uruk discovered wild onions better than he’d ever tasted. He filled a sack with them to grow in Babel.
On a sandy shore, many leagues from the boat, men dug up leathery eggs bigger than two fists pressed together. That night, they ate their fill of eggs.
Stars shone and logs popped in the fire. The Hunters leaned against rocks or lay on grass, full.
“What do you suppose laid those eggs?” lean Gilgamesh asked.
“A giant turtle,” Nimrod said.
Ham didn’t think so. Some sort of giant sea-beast certainly, but one he hoped they didn’t meet. He pondered on the situation between Gilgamesh and Uruk. He liked Gilgamesh. Uruk bragged too much and laughed coarsely at rude jokes.
The next day he took aside Gilgamesh, Enlil and Anu. “Gather rocks,” Ham told them, “about this big, and load them into the boat.” When they asked him why, he said as an experiment.
So as the others marched about the island, the four of them manhandled the ship into the water. By dint of hard rowing and careful use of the sail, they brought it over a coral reef a quarter league from shore.
“Below lies treasure,” Ham said, “treasure to help Gilgamesh win his bride.”
The three Hunters glanced at the visible reefs below.
“Coral is sharp,” Ham said. “A touch can make you bleed. If that happens, we must leave.”
“Why?” Anu asked, a handsome lad with a quick smile, the best loved among them.
“Sharks.” Ham grinned at their discomfort and outlined the plan.
Soon thereafter, each Hunter stripped down to a loincloth, dagger and a goat-hair bag tied around his waist. Each tied a rock to a foot, took a deep breath and slipped overboard. Visibility was excellent as Ham watched them descend ten, twenty, twenty-five feet to the sea floor. There, each drew his dagger and pried and cut oysters free. Each soon slipped his foot from the rock and shot to the surface, gasping.
An afternoon of it exhausted them. Ham dragged the lads aboard and threw cloaks over each as they shivered.
“Those are treasure?” Enlil asked dubiously, eyeing the gray shells littering the boat.
“Perhaps,” Ham said.
“Only perhaps?” Anu asked.
Ham took out a dagger and pried open the first oyster, a mollusk. He cut out the meat, throwing it into a clay pot. The rest of the shell he threw overboard.
“Where’s the treasure?” Gilgamesh asked past chattering teeth.
“There wasn’t any this time,” Ham explained. He showed them how to open the shell, and oyster after oyster fell to their blades. Each time, they found nothing but meat.
“You tricked us,” Enlil said later.
“No,” Ham said. “I remember—”
“Look at this!” Gilgamesh shouted. “Is this what you’re talking about?” He held up a smooth round gem with a creamy color, a strange luster.
“Ah,” Ham said, as Enlil and Anu sucked in their breath. “Yes. You’ve found a fish-eye.”
“A what?” Enlil asked.
“A fish-eye,” Ham said, “one of the most precious of gems.”
“It’s beautiful,” Gilgamesh whispered.
Anu shook his head. “Gems are rocks. So what is this doing in an oyster? How did it get there?”
“Fish-eyes are formed when dew drops filled with moonlight fall into the sea and are swallowed by the oyster,” Ham said.
Anu looked at him, openmouthed.
Ham laughed, patting him on the back. “I don’t really know how they get there, but isn’t my explanation as good as any?”
For an answer, the three young men resumed prying open oysters.
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They ate oysters that night, Ham first promising an ivory figurine to Enlil and Anu for their help. Both took an oath to keep secret the fish-eyes in Gilgamesh’s possession. The lean Hunter wrapped them in a cloth, stuffing the cloth in a leather pouch tied by thong to his throat.
“If you’re wise, you’ll keep the pouch under your tunic until the end of the trip,” Ham said. “Wait until you’re back in Babel to gloat.”
As Ham ladled oysters out of a boiling pot, Nimrod asked how they’d found all this meat.
Enlil, Anu and Gilgamesh burst out laughing.
Covering for them, Ham explained the rock-to-foot procedure for diving.
The next day, Uruk wished to see where they had dove. Everyone clumped to the boat and Anu pointed out to sea.
“I envy you the experience,” Nimrod said.
“Look!” Enlil cried. “What is that?”
Everyone stared at a dreadful monster. It had a long, sinuous neck and a wedge-shaped head filled with gleaming teeth. It was gray-colored and sleek like a seal. The creature roared. It had a bulky body with flippers to the sides.
“A sea-dragon,” Nimrod whispered.
“The neck must be twenty feet long,” Gilgamesh said.
The monster hissed as it swam toward them.
“Back!” shouted Ham. “Run upslope, away from the leviathan.”
They scrambled out of the sand, over grass and behind scattered rocks. 
The beast stopped before reaching shore, hissing, swiveling a head that had to be as large as a donkey. Abruptly, the monster headed out to sea. It submerged, disappearing beneath the waves.
The Hunters glanced at one another in dread.
Nimrod asked Ham, “What did you call it?”
“A leviathan,” Ham said, “a monster of the sea.” Ham scratched at his beard. “We probably ate its eggs. I suggest we drag the Odyssey higher ashore.”
“Do you think it will hump onto the beach and destroy our ship?” Nimrod asked.
“Why take the chance?” Ham asked.
Nimrod grinned. “Let’s bait it. The leviathan will be easier to kill while floundering on its belly than if we meet it at sea.”
“Even better,” Ham said, “is if we avoid it altogether.”
The others agreed.
Once the boat was secure, they spent the rest of the day watching the sea. Neither that day nor the next did the leviathan reappear.
“We should risk launching for home,” Ham said. “If it takes as long returning as it did getting here, we’ll have been gone a month. More than that, and your mothers will start getting worried.”
“Let’s watch one more day,” a nervous Enlil said. “Just to make certain it’s safe.”
“And make ourselves even sicker with fear?” Ham asked. “No. We should leave now.”
Nimrod agreed.
So the wary crew loaded up, pushed the boat into the cool waters and scanned the deeps as they rowed past the surf. Nimrod stood with Ham on the deck between the outriggers. Both held bows, with arrows notched, scanning the placid waters.
“Just like old times,” Nimrod whispered, “when we faced the dragon.”
The sea remained calm as they hoisted sail.
“Rest oars,” Ham said.
The sail billowed with a snap and they glided, the twin hulls thumping across the water. Everyone gripped javelins or bows, silent, waiting, terrified. A quarter of a league from shore and there was still no sign of the leviathan.
“It must have left the area,” Uruk said.
The crew began to relax. Later, on the mainland shore, the men whooped as they drew onto a lonely beach.
“We made it,” Anu said.
“Thank the angel Bel,” Nimrod said.
Ham frowned. “It’s Jehovah I thank.”
The next day, spirits improved, although the wind blew the wrong way. By oar-power alone, they crawled along the ocher shore.
“At this rate it may take more than two weeks to get back to Babel,” Ham told Nimrod.
They floated several leagues away from a stony beach. The rowers rested, exhausted.
Anu was at the prow, opening a watertight compartment, taking out a clay jar. Ham turned that way, and his eyes grew wide as he began to tremble.
Out of the sea appeared that wicked, wedge-shaped head with teeth like a dragon. The water-dripping head rose higher and higher. Attached to the head was a long, sinuous neck. Ham tried to work his frozen mouth.
As the shadow fell across him, Anu looked up.
A man bellowed, “Leviathan!”
The creature hissed.
“Duck, Anu!” Ham roared.
Teeth, numberless teeth swung down and bit onto Anu’s shoulder with a sickening crunch. Anu screamed and thrashed. The leviathan lifted him off the boat.
“Shoot it! It has Anu!”
An arrow sank into the beast’s rubbery side.
Ham swiveled his head as if in slow motion. Nimrod stood in the other dugout, drawing a second arrow out of his case. While everyone else stood frozen, the Mighty Hunter fitted the arrow to the string. The leviathan hissed with its teeth yet clamped to Anu’s shoulder. The youth flailed for his dagger. Another arrow flashed, this one sinking into the monster’s long neck. The leviathan recoiled and dove with Anu still clenched between its teeth. The massive main body followed. The waters stirred and then grew strangely calm.
Others now picked up their bows and shouted Anu’s name.
Ham rushed to the side and peered into the murky depths.
They never saw Anu again, nor did the leviathan return. Weeks later, they docked at Babel, bearing a sad tale.
Nimrod’s fame, however, grew.
And Gilgamesh, alone at last, drew the pouch from under his tunic, opening the sinews and pulling out the cloth. This he unfolded carefully, revealing three ordinary and worthless pebbles. Someone had stolen his pearls.
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Enlil swore he had told no one. Ham suggested Uruk had something to do with it. That seemed impossible to Gilgamesh. And yet…he stole near Opis one day as she worked in her father’s barley fields.
Gilgamesh crouched behind thick blades of barley, hissing as Opis drew near. She was bent over, chopping weeds with a hoe. She glanced about before smiling, working beside him.
“Has Uruk seen your father lately?”
“Yes,” Opis said. “How did you know?”
Gilgamesh swallowed in a tight throat, his rage mounting.
Then Opis’s mother called, and Gilgamesh was left to brood.
Gilgamesh paced in the wilds several days later. Uruk had seen Lud. They might have struck a deal, Uruk trading stolen fish-eyes. How Uruk had gotten the fish-eyes, Gilgamesh had no idea. The thought of it consumed him, and at that moment, a fever seemed to come over Gilgamesh.
“I must change the game,” he whispered, knowing that was what what Nimrod would do.
For the next two weeks, Gilgamesh schemed. He tracked Lud and discovered the means to a plan.
At a certain place on a bank of the Euphrates lay prime clay, perhaps the best anywhere. Greedy, proud of his skills, Lud had told no one about the clay. Instead, on the sly, with a sack over his shoulder, he slipped there on his own. It took him out of the canals and the cultivated land. Gilgamesh studied the reed-infested area and discovered Lud’s faint path. For several days more, Gilgamesh reconnoitered. By the spoor and tracks, he found that a wild-dog pack passed through the territory.
He fretted over the plan for days, at last talking himself into it. He built a deadfall, an animal trap, skillfully covering it with palm leaves and dirt. He made the path over it look just like Lud’s faint path. Then he waited one day, two and three. He slew a hare that fell into his deadfall and reset it. Four days, five, and finally, on the sixth day, Lud slipped out of Babel with an empty sack over his shoulder.
Gilgamesh trailed at a distance, gripping his black elm lance. His heart pounded murder-lust and his conscience screamed, “Cain! Murderer!” He kept shaking his head, wondering if this was really the way to win Opis.
The man-tall reeds turned into whispering grasses. A heron winged overhead, and he heard the yip of a wild dog.
Gilgamesh’s eyes narrowed as he wiped sweat from his brow. Lud’s greed was the problem. Then Gilgamesh’s countenance fell, and so did he, to his knees. He cried out in anguish, in guilt, wanting to stop this murder but unable. He loved Opis and could never let Uruk have her.
Time passed. He rose. Leaden steps took him toward the deadfall. Perhaps Lud hadn’t stepped on it. Maybe…he shook the black, elm lance. He was a Hunter. He knew how to set traps.
Gilgamesh stepped out of the grasses and saw the riverbank decked with date palms rising above him. Around the bend lay—
“Help…” drifted on the breeze. “Oh, somebody please help me.” The cries became desperate. “Help! Help! Somebody save me!”
The urgency of the cries caused Gilgamesh to sprint. He turned a corner. Wild dogs milled around the deadfall, peering into it, growling. Some looked ready to jump in.
“Stay away from me!” the unseen Lud shouted.
The hounds beside Gilgamesh gave voice, and so did he.
The wild dogs looked up, with their lips drawn back. Hackles rose, and it seemed they might stand their ground. Gilgamesh roared a battle cry. The wild dogs retreated, soon breaking into a run.
Gilgamesh, flushed from the victory, skidded to the lip of the deadfall.
“Oh, Gilgamesh,” Lud wept, who sat in the bottom of the hole and on his rump, with one of his legs tucked under him at an odd angle. “I’m saved.”
For a dreadful instant, Gilgamesh envisioned driving the lance into the loathsome man, the man who refused him his daughter. Then he realized he wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. He jumped into the pit.
“I had no idea anyone came out here,” Gilgamesh cried. “I was trying to trap wild dogs.”
“Yes,” panted Lud, sweaty from pain. “It’s my own stupid fault. I won’t ever be so stupid again.” He yelled, because Gilgamesh dragged him out of the deadfall.
Halfway back to Babel, as Lud hopped on one leg and rested his arm on Gilgamesh’s shoulders, the older man stopped the younger. “You’ve won the contest, Gilgamesh. Opis is yours.”
Gilgamesh stared at Lud. “I have very little to give you in way of payment.”
“Ha! Very little, you say. You saved my life. I think that’s a lot. You’ve won, Gilgamesh, believe me.”
Gilgamesh nodded, feeling wretched, but deciding to say no more.
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Spring slipped upon them, the third year at Babel. Instead of a steady rising of the Euphrates, the water boiled into a raging floodtide. The canals burst, and the people toiled first to save themselves, then the city and finally to build anew. The Hunters provided mounds of venison, and caught eels, carp, ducks and heron from the new-made swamps.
Kush prayed daily at the altar, sacrificing to the angel of the sun, imploring aid.
“Instead of persuading the angel,” Deborah said, “you should urge more people into migrating to Babel. Many hands lighten a load.”
They considered options. There were Canaan’s children in the Zagros Mountains and Ashkenaz the son of Gomer, who in a fit of pique had taken his clan far from Japheth Land. Kush wondered if it was time to unleash the Hunters.
“No, no,” Deborah said. “With cunning you will gain volunteers, who will work harder than slaves.”
Kush distrusted bringing in a clan of Japhethites, but Deborah proved persuasive and suggested how it could be done.
Ham, Nimrod and all the Hunters found the wayward clan several weeks later in the upper reaches of the Tigris River. Ashkenaz son of Gomer welcomed them. He was a tall man with an incredibly long, red beard. In lieu of many smaller homes, the clan had built a huge log cabin to house all the families, their hounds and cats. To add space they had dug down the floor a half-level. Woven reed mats took the place of chairs and leather sacks instead of the more normal wooden chests. In the middle of the long house, logs burned in a fire-pit. The smoke curled to a hole in the ceiling. The flames illuminated the crowded throng of old and young, male and female. Ashkenaz sat beside Ham, Delilah, his oldest daughter, beside Nimrod. Young maidens refilled the Hunters’ bowls of beer, while Helga, Ashkenaz’s wife, strummed a harp.
Ashkenaz held up his hand. The harp playing ceased. The maidens poured their last pitcher of beer. Ham cleared his throat, and to a packed and intent house, he spun his tales. Ham spoke on many things, including Nimrod’s vision of the angel. The people of Ashkenaz noted Nimrod’s lion cloak with its black mane hood, the dragon-leather shields of his Hunters and the dragon teeth dangling from many of their throats. The throng nodded when Ham spoke about the explosion of predators, how the entire world seemed full of lions, wolves and bears. What humanity needed was a zone of safety, of protection.
“The safety provided by your Hunters?” Ashkenaz asked.
“Not only the Hunters,” Ham said, “But with strong walls, cultivated lands and masses of good folk. Mankind working in unity can subdue the animals. But if we split into smaller and smaller increments, it’s just a matter of time before each group is overwhelmed and devoured by lurking monsters.”
Ham told them about the leviathan and watched fear course from one whispering person to the next. So when Ham and the Hunters left, the clan of Ashkenaz deserted the long log cabin. With their sheep, goats and cattle, they marched with Nimrod and his protective Hunters.
Babel had begun to grow.
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Opis approached her fifteenth birthday, and Gilgamesh began to anticipate having a wife.
“When you’re married, you must take a room next to ours,” Semiramis told him in the Barracks’ feast hall. The men had cleared out, and the women cleaned up. Gilgamesh and Semiramis spoke by the hearth.
“I own so little,” he said. “I have little to give Opis, to help make her life comfortable.”
“Never fear,” Semiramis said, patting him on the arm. “Love conquerors all.”
“Do you really believe so? My Grandfather Put says that is false.”
Semiramis’s eyes seemed to shine as she graced him with a smile. “My noble Gilgamesh, I believe it with everything in me.”
He grew uncomfortably aware of her touch and her sweet breath. Perhaps it was his imagination, but he thought the women clearing the table glanced at him and whispered over what they saw.
He bowed, and thus artfully disengaged from Semiramis. “You’re right, of course. That’s what I’ll tell Lud.”
“Why do you need to tell him anything?” Semiramis asked, with her plucked eyebrows arched.
Gilgamesh had hoped to keep this secret, but he admitted, “Lud is worried that I won’t have enough to support his daughter in proper style.”
“He said that? Are you certain?”
Gilgamesh lowered his voice. “He’s been talking about postponing the wedding a couple of months. Opis has been feeling sick, and both her mother and father are worried about her.”
Semiramis patted his arm. “Well, I wouldn’t worry about it. What are a few extra months, after all? You’ll have an entire lifetime together.”
“My thoughts are more urgent.”
“Dear Gilgamesh, you’ve become a wit. Yet with everything considered, I counsel prudence. Marriage, after all, is a heady decision.”
He said he knew that, and he did, but as the months passed and the wedding kept being postponed, he grew suspicious. He learned that Uruk’s father had approached Lud on more than one occasion, and Enlil had overheard Uruk telling another Hunter that, “This Opis affair is far from over.” Gilgamesh therefore confronted Lud in the open-air portion of his house. The lanky potter sat at his wheel, working on a clay creation.
“Next week,” Gilgamesh said. “That’s when we’ll marry.”
Lud let his potter’s wheel spin to a halt. He sat back, with his eyes hooded and his long face made droopier by his frown. “No, not next week, I’m afraid.”
“When then?”
“I’m not certain I care for your tone of voice, young man.”
“I wonder just how much saving your life was really worth.”
“Did you save it?” asked Lud.
Despite his anger, guilt washed over Gilgamesh.
“Of course I’m grateful for what you did,” Lud said. “I will always think fondly of you for it. But would the wild dogs have jumped down and devoured me? I’m uncertain. Furthermore, I’m not sure that I can let mere heroics and brutish gratitude cloud my judgment?
“Brutish gratitude?” Gilgamesh asked.
Lud made a depreciative gesture. “I mean an animal feeling that anyone would have in such a situation. Brutish gratitude is a basic emotion, one almost forced out of you. I’m not certain I should be guided into making important decisions because of such an emotion.”
“Are you saying the wedding is off?”
“Certainly not,” Lud said. “I gave you my word. Well, I didn’t give my oath. But we came to an understanding. But as I have considered this over the months, I’ve decided that I cannot simply waive Opis’s bridal price. I’d be remiss in my fatherly duties if I did, for half the price will of course become her dowry.”
“Such is the common practice,” admitted Gilgamesh.
“A practice I plan to adhere to. Thus, I must insist that you pay a regular bridal fee.”
Gilgamesh wondered if this was heavenly punishment for having plotted Lud’s death. He worked hard to keep from drawing his dagger and finishing what he had forgone that day. “You say a bridal price… I agree. But only if, on oath, you promise never to let anyone but me marry Opis.”
“An oath?” Lud asked. “What if you die?”
“That will void the oath.”
Lud considered. “What if it takes you twenty years to gather the bridal price?”
“Hopefully the fee is something within reason.”
Lud waved his hand. “I should think the former price. The one Uruk had been willing to pay.”
“As high as that?”
Lud smiled. “I suspect Uruk might still be willing to pay it.”
“Is that a threat?”
“Of course not, my boy,” Lud said. “So you don’t have to scowl at me like a wolf about to lunge. It was a joke, admittedly one in poor taste. It’s just… Maybe it clarifies the situation for you.”
Gilgamesh struggled to hold down the heat in his heart and finally managed to nod. “I agree to everything. Now I’d like to hear an oath—in Ramses’s presence.”
“That smacks of an insult, young man, as if you don’t trust me.”
Gilgamesh bowed. “Then I crave your pardon, and I’ll retire so I may find Ramses and bring him back to you. I’ll be but a moment.”
Ramses soon returned with Gilgamesh, to find a pacing Lud. To Gilgamesh, Lud had the appearance of a fox caught in a trap. Lud seemed ready to gnaw off the snared leg and gain freedom, but he also seemed unable to gather the fortitude to do so.
Lud gave his oath, a most solemn one, startling both youths by the high bridal price.
“Father!” Ramses said. “That’s exorbitant.”
“Do you think so?” Lud asked. “Yes, perhaps you’re right, but now I am bound by it because I’ve given my oath. Ah, I should have considered it more closely. I’m sorry, Gilgamesh.”
Gilgamesh nodded tightly.
“By Bel,” swore Lud, “I give you two years to gather this amount, upon which time the oath is dissolved. Whoever then pays the bridal price shall marry Opis.”
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The morning wind blew cold as Ham limped out of the city. He rested against the lee of a canal embankment and threw his woolen cloak over his head as he ate a breakfast of barley cakes and dried fish. Afterward, he hoed weeds. On his return to the city, he waded through a muddy canal and noticed something glittering. With a grunt—he was getting old, making noises like a man in his six hundreds—he scooped up three lumps of… Ham wiped away clay and put one of the lumps to his nose. It was sweet smelling. He clattered them in his hand. They shone a lustrous golden-yellow.
“Amber,” he said, “I’ve found amber.”
He slipped them into his pouch and dug like a dog, but he found no more. He decided the Euphrates must have deposited the amber during the spring flood. He’d seen such stones in Antediluvian times, in Arad, in a jeweler’s shop, where the owner had given two theories concerning amber’s origin. One school said these sweet smelling stones could be nothing else than drops of heavenly sweat from the sun. The other, the rational school, said it was a kind of juice from sunbeams. They struck the Earth in certain places with greater force and deposited a greasy slime that formed such gems. To call it sweat from the sun, said the rational school, was a prime example of anthropomorphism.
As Ham entered the city chuckling, people glanced at his dirty clothes. He hardly noticed, bursting into his house, shouting, “Rahab, Rahab. Look at what I’ve found.”
She looked up as she absentmindedly churned butter. “Ham, your clothes are filthy. Did you wrestle some of your great-grandsons in a pit?”
He held out the amber lumps. “I found treasure in a canal.”
Her eyebrows rose as she first studied the golden stones and then his face. “Why, this is wonderful.”
He chuckled in agreement.
“I’ve been sitting here wondering what I could do for poor Hilda. She’s become such a confused young lady. Now you enter with amber. Jehovah has indeed heard my prayers.”
“Eh?” he asked.
“Put away those lumps, clean up and then listen to my letter.”
“Beor’s daughter wrote you?”
Rahab picked up parchment sitting in her lap. “The letter came with one of Heth’s sons, who arrived with a donkey train of Zagros malachite. Now hurry, clean up and then let me read you the letter.”
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Hilda’s Letter
 
I so miss you, Great Grandmother. Out of all the people in my life, you’re the one who has loved me most. Oh, I know my mother loved me. If I sit and think about it, I can recall her smile, and I can remember how she used to rock me whenever I hurt myself or felt sad, but other than a mass of curly blonde hair and a vivid smile, I hardly remember her at all. Father, too, loves me dearly, but he’s so grim these days, training his Scouts and warning anyone that will listen that evil is being hatched in the Southlands. By that, he means Babel. Oh, how I wish I could see this fabled city, the mud walls I’m told about. How do you pile the mud so high? How do you stop the walls from dissolving during a rainstorm?
Great Grandmother, Javan’s settlement is so unlike ours in the Zagros Mountains. Where does one begin to compare the differences? In Japheth Land, they don’t all live together, but in many scattered villages according to clan. Elders don’t make decisions, but the clan head alone does. Life is much cruder here, with colder houses and much more ugly clothing, mostly animal skins and furs that scratch your flesh. Truth be told, they envy us our soft woolens and linen garments, and I think that’s why the girls here all want to marry a son of Ham. Maybe I exaggerate a little. They have woolen garments, but they never seem as soft as the ones I remember from home. But this next fact is as certain as the rising sun: the men here are not as brave as father or his nephews from the Zagros Mountains. You’d think with their crude walls, made of branches instead of stout log fortifications, would mean that they’re relentless trackers and hunters. Nothing could be further from the truth. A son of Japheth and those of Javan particularly seem to hate walking out of the gate. Instead, they love to sit around the campfire and debate airy ideas and concepts. I can hear Great Grandfather laughing at that—Father does all the time. They think Father mad to race about on his chariot and hunt lions, wolves and other vicious beasts. And they think it scandalous that I drive the chariot for him and at times jump down and hurl javelins.
You read correctly, Great Grandmother. I drive the chariot and run with the Scouts, and I’ve become very good at javelin throwing. Father invented me a throwing stick. It attaches to the end of the javelin, and when I snap my wrist and flick the stick in time with my javelin toss, it adds great velocity to the missile. With it, even though I’m a girl—a warrior maiden, says Father—I can heave a deadlier dart than any Japhethite.
I see that I’ve used both sides of the parchment, Great Grandmother, so I must say farewell. I love you dearly and I miss you very much, and hope you write me back.
 
Love Hilda: Warrior-Maid of Beor.
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“She’s a dear girl,” Rahab said.
“And insightful,” Ham said. “She sees the Japhethites for what they are.”
“Nonsense,” Rahab said. “She merely repeats slander she’s heard almost her entire life. What troubles me, however, is this warrior maiden foolishness. It’s clear the lack of a mother has warped her thinking. Beor loves his daughter, I know, but turning her into a javelin-throwing charioteer is simply irresponsible.”
“She seems to take to it,” Ham said.
“What I propose is medicine against this ailment,” Rahab said.
“What is the disease?”
“Masculinity,” Rahab said. “What Hilda needs is more femininity.”
“And this will be brought about how exactly?”
Rahab studied her husband. “When I was a young girl, long before I escaped to your father’s house, I had cruel parents. I, too, envisioned myself bearing weapons.”
Ham snorted.
“Yes, you find that difficult to believe,” Rahab said. “I was so shy and demure in those days.”
“I recall little that was masculine about you,” he said with a grin.
“Well, besides daydreams of wielding a sword and doing wicked deeds, I used to hide under my covers and fondle an ivory comb. It was my only nice thing. I thought that if I wore it for the right man, he would take me from my misery and treat me highly for the rest of my life. Oh, Ham, that ivory comb helped draw out the femininity within me. What I now propose is something similar for Hilda.”
“I have plenty of ivory combs,” Ham said.
Rahab shook her head. “Hilda isn’t like me. Her father loves her. For all his gruff ways, he treats her well. She’ll need something grander to draw out the femininity in her.”
“Like what?”
“The envy of women everywhere,” Rahab said. “A beautiful amber necklace.”
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Heth’s son traded all his malachite rocks, Ham bartering for a portion of them with several ivory figurines. The copper ore then went to a new and improved furnace, one much more efficient than the model first shown them by Noah.
As before, and in a crowded smithy, a crusher broke rocks into gravel while piles of charcoal waited in nearby wooden bins. And like its ancient prototype, this furnace was bowl-shaped and partially sunk into the ground, but instead of rocks it was made of burnt bricks lined with clay and contained several revolutionary refinements. No longer did sweating youths blow through reed tubes to heat the fire. Now the youths trod on goatskin bellows, forcing a steady blast of air into the glowing charcoal-malachite mix.
Ham sweated in the hot room and watched as Kush trickled more ore onto the glowing heap. At a signal from the white-bearded elder, Seba used a stick and opened a hole at the front bottom of the furnace. Through it, molten slag oozed, spilling into a trough. Seba corked the hole and more charcoal and copper ore was piled on. They repeated the process many times, until Kush held up his hand. The slag hole was opened for the last time and all of it drained away. Kush took a bronze-tipped staff and levered a hunk of glowing copper from the bottom of the furnace.
They no longer used hammers to crack open lumps of slag and remove pea-sized pellets of copper. With this new system, all the purified copper had sunk to the bottom of the furnace, with the slag already drawn off. Using this new furnace, 200 pounds of copper could be smelted where before only 20 pounds had been refined. It was faster and used the charcoal more efficiently, as the fire didn’t have to be allowed to die down so they could extract the slag and then reheat to begin anew.
Ham took his portion of copper and had it re-smelted. Afterward, he poured it into a long, thin basin to produce a fine copper thread. He twined the thread around a soft thong of lion-skin. Next, he polished the amber, shaping each lump into a lustrous and rather large bead. An insect was embedded in the center bead. It made Ham suspect that amber was dried sap from trees. In any case, with the greatest patience he drilled holes through the amber, stringing the copper-wound lion-string through each one. The finished creation he lay on his table, staring at it amazed, wondering if his love for Hilda had mixed with his hidden guilt for having driven her away with his drunkenness.
He hurried out, bringing Rahab in to see.
Rahab touched it. “It’s beautiful, more magnificent than I could have dreamed.”
Pride welled within Ham. “I give it to you, my wife, for all the years that you’ve given me nothing but love and patience.”
“Oh, Ham,” Rahab said, hugging him. “You’re so large-hearted, so wonderful after all these years. But Hilda needs it more than I do. I still wish to give it to her.”
“Dear, dear wife,” Ham said, holding her by the shoulders, peering into her liquid eyes. “If I’m large-hearted, then know that it’s all your doing.”
“Who shall we entrust to bring this to Hilda?” Rahab asked.
“I’ll take it to Zidon myself,” he said.
“All the way to the Zagros Mountains?”
“Why not?”
“What about your hip?” she asked.
“I’ll take my chariot and bring this necklace to trustable Zidon. He’ll see that it gets to Hilda.”
Rahab studied his face. “Are you running low on ivory again?”
Ham laughed, kissing Rahab. “You know me too well, dear wife, too well indeed.”
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The upstairs Barracks apartment was strewn with cushions, crumpled fur blankets, cups, and vases on chests and wooden stands. Candles flickered everywhere, many more than were necessary. Amid these luxuries, Semiramis paced like a leashed cheetah. Rage caused her eyes to flash, fueled her supple legs with grace and gave her gestures passion. 
Nimrod watched from the edge of the bed as if afraid she might pounce and rake her fingernails across his eyes. They had just returned from viewing the amber necklace. Grandfather Ham had displayed it, saying that, soon, he’d be off to the Zagros Mountains, and from there the necklace would journey to Hilda in Japheth Land.
“I’m amazed that little hussy will be rewarded for her deviousness.” Semiramis struck her thigh. Then she picked up a cushion and hugged it. “Doesn’t your grandfather realize the message he’s sending everyone? How demoralizing it is for the rest of us who stay amid the floods and hardships? Perhaps I’ll traitorously dash off to a softer land. Do you think your grandfather will make me such a necklace then?”
“It is unique,” Nimrod said.
“Unique! It’s priceless, marvelous, the perfect piece of jewelry to match my eyes.” Semiramis waved the cushion. “That blonde-haired hussy, it will be wasted on her. Oh, I know all about her hard-hearted little games, believe you me. She simpered and whined, making it so people called me the evil stepmother. The little trickster, she was the devil. She drove Beor against me. She made my life miserable in Canaan’s house. I tried to discipline her, but, behind my back, people started calling me cruel and vicious because of it. Don’t think I don’t know what they said. I had to stiffen my spine to endure it.” Semiramis shook her head. “This necklace will puff her up, making her impossible to control.”
Nimrod shrugged. “That’s hardly our concern.”
Semiramis halted. “I don’t see it that way.”
“You’re divorced, done with Beor.”
“True,” she said. “But I yet feel a responsibility for the girl. Can I let her be poisoned by Ham’s misguided generosity? Not if I want to look at myself in the mirror.”
“There isn’t much you can do about the necklace,” Nimrod said.
Her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps I can’t, but you can.”
“What do you expect me to do?” Nimrod asked, surprised.
“You must intercept the necklace,” she said. “See that it never reaches Japheth Land.”
Nimrod laughed. “I’ll not slay a messenger just so you can don a necklace and strut about with it in our bedroom.”
“Is that what you think?” She hurled the cushion at him, which he dodged. “At least Ham understands women. He decks them in precious things because he considers them so. But you, the Mighty Hunter, they say, bringing home trophies like dragon’s heads and wolf skins. Do you think to drape me in animal cloaks so you can hunt me in our room and sate your lusts upon me?”
“I bring you gifts,” he said.
“Like the amber necklace?” she asked, eyes flashing. “Like the fish-eyes Gilgamesh lost?”
“The what?” Nimrod asked. “Fish-eyes, you say? You wish me to pluck out the eyes of fish and give them to you?”
Semiramis grew silent, sitting on a stool and lifting a bronze mirror. The mirror’s bronze face was highly polished, and she held it by its ornamental ivory handle, examining her neck, imaging how the amber necklace would look around her throat.
“I know you want the necklace,” Nimrod said. “Which of the women of Babel didn’t eye it with lust and longing? But it can’t be done, not yet anyway.”
“Don’t speak to me of can’t,” Semiramis said. “Whatever the Mighty Hunter truly desires, he ends up acquiring.”
“Have a care, woman. I’m not Beor. If you continue to bait me, I’ll give you bruises to admire instead of your face.”
Semiramis looked over her shoulder at him and went back to peering at her mirror. She picked up a brush and combed her long, dark hair. With a cry of rage, she flung the mirror aside, leapt to her feet and strode out of the room.
Nimrod watched her go, amused at the vanity of women.
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In Ham’s knapsack, the amber necklace made its way to the settlement in the Zagros Mountains. From there, Chin the son of Zidon traveled north with a small caravan of donkeys. They were loaded with copper axes, adzes and knives and several jugs of smooth, Babel beer. The winter snows made it a difficult journey, but after hard weeks of braving deep drifts and icy winds, Chin and his companions reached the valley-village of Javan.
A brittle wall of branches dug into the earth formed a wide perimeter, with huts and rough-hewn timber houses and branch-built corrals filling the settlement in a random fashion. Some of the timber houses had been smeared with clay of such purity and brilliance that it looked like paint or a colored design. Each home, hut or corral was surrounded by open spaces. It was the chief precaution against fire.
Chin was welcomed and stayed in Beor’s stoutly built log house, where also lived the Scouts, two of them Chin’s brothers. They feasted him and his companions in a big room, the table of solid oak construction. They drank from wooden cups and ate off wooden platters, each feaster using a knife and his or her fingers. They ate roasted pork, peas and steaming fresh bread, tearing off chunks and using their thumbs to smear on butter. On the walls were stapled wolf and bearskins, with spears pegged above them. As the meal ended, Chin picked up a package by his feet. He reached across the table and gave it to Hilda. They sat on either side of Beor, who reigned at the head of the table.
The wind howled outside and air rushed down the chimney, causing the fireplace embers to glow and sparks to fly. The feasters ignored that as Hilda tore apart the package. She had grown into a tall girl with open, pretty features and long blonde hair she usually kept loose and, sometimes, in disarray. She wore a hunting outfit, a short dress to her knees, with her arms bare. She kept a dagger at her side and outmatched Semiramis’s amazon-style.
Hilda’s eyes grew wide as she lifted the amber necklace for all to see.
The Scouts and their wives marveled and began to whisper about who had sent Hilda such a fantastic present.
“Father, look.”
Huge Beor half rose out of his chair. His eyes were no longer sunken as they had been at the Zagros Settlement, but were now filled with amazement like everyone else. His once sagging facial flesh had filled out. His bushy, black beard, bald head and mammoth size—he was without a doubt the largest man on Earth. The somber cast to his features gave him a grim majesty. A double-bladed axe was thrust through his broad leather belt and in his right fist, he held a jack of Babel ale.
Beor lowered his drink and grew even grimmer. “Who is this that tries to turn my daughter’s head with priceless treasure? Eh, Chin? Who thinks to steal my daughter from me?”
“Whether that’s Ham’s intention I don’t know,” Chin said.
“Ham?” Beor asked. “My Grandfather Ham sent this?”
“He gave it into my father Zidon’s care,” Chin said. “Now I have discharged the obligation by bringing it to you.”
Beor settled back into his chair, brooding, his heavy eyebrows drawn together. After a moment, he graced the assemblage with one of his wintry grins.
It seemed as if a collective sigh filled the room, and Hilda beamed with delight.
“I approve,” said Beor, “although my grandfather’s generosity baffles me. This, however, I know: Gifts from Ham are precious. Did he not fashion the pike with which I slew Old Slow the Great Sloth, and did he not fashion my chariot? Now he has given my daughter a queen’s ransom. Let us never forget that we are the children of Ham and Rahab, noble people, good in every respect. That is why the evil plague infecting Babel must be stopped.”
“Oh, Father,” Hilda said. “Let’s not talk about that tonight.” She rose, slipping the amber necklace over her head, settling the three lustrous beads onto her blouse.
Those around the table clapped, showing their appreciation. Several of the women eyed the beads with obvious envy.
“I toast to my grandfather, Ham,” Beor said, lifting his cup.
Everyone else did likewise. “To Ham!” they shouted.
As he lowered his cup, Beor said, “The necklace doesn’t quite suit your costume, my daughter. For that, you must wear a proper dress and douse yourself with perfume—and put a crown of lilies in your hair. Then you will seem like a princess come down from the clouds.”
Hilda made a face, but she excused herself and went into the next room, taking a slate mirror off a wooden chest and examining herself and the necklace. A proper dress…she hadn’t worn a gown for a long, long time. She took off the necklace and carefully set it in a small wooden box. Then she went back to enjoy the evening and to hear more news from Chin.
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Hilda drove her father’s chariot the next day as Beor led Chin to other valleys and to the other villages in Japheth Land. It was south of Mount Ararat, much closer to the catchments of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers than those who lived in the Eastern Zagros Mountains. With the passage of years, Japheth Land had drifted southward, inching ever nearer the alluvial plains of the Two Rivers.
These were high valleys, thick with snow and pines and, in the lowest regions, with many oaks. Game was plentiful, and, unlike Babel, the growing season was singular, so food wasn’t as abundant as in Shinar. Perhaps to offset that, many nodes of surface copper-ore—gold, silver and occasionally tin—lay strewn almost everywhere.
At each village, Chin traded briskly for rare tin and precious silver and gold, the gold mostly in dust form. He also traded gossip and news, giving and receiving liberally. Patriarch Japheth treated him with respect and inquired after Babel. He wanted to know in particular about Nimrod.
“Is he as dreadful as Beor makes out?” Japheth asked. They stood at an outdoor pit, with crackling logs. Tall pines rose behind them. Above, dark clouds hid the sun.
Chin glanced at Beor and Hilda before he said, “Nimrod wears a lion cloak, one that had a black mane. They say this lion was the king of all lions.”
Japheth shrugged. He was approaching two hundreds years of age. He was tall, with drooping shoulders and a long, blond beard. His eyes seemed wiser than before, if more haunted, and his mouth twitched from time to time, as if he knew a joke much too clever for anyone but himself to understand.
“Our Beor is also a champion,” Japheth said. “He slew a great sloth, although no one has ever explained to me, to my satisfaction, what drove a sane man to such a deed. Then I think to myself, but of course, he acts like Ham, who faced Ymir and survived. Beor now warns us of Nimrod when he himself acts just like him.”
Beor shook his head. “I refuse to be drawn, Lord Japheth. For, in debate, none may match you.”
“And by such a refusal you think to refute me?” Japheth asked. “I know that ploy. Notice, Nimrod drapes himself in a lion cloak. You wear the head of the great sloth. All the sons of Ham, it seems to me, love ostentation of this most primitive kind. Warriors you are, indeed. Your naked bloodlust proves it.”
Chin cleared his throat.
“You wish to challenge my assertion?” Japheth asked.
“No, Lord Japheth,” Chin said. “You asked for news of Nimrod. This might intrigue you, I warrant. He drove off a leviathan.”
Japheth glanced at several of his grandsons. They wore thick woolen garments and hefted red-colored shields. Each had tattooed swirls of blue woad on either his forehead or cheeks and held onto copper or flint-tipped spears. They had red or blond hair tied in ponytails and wore leather caps with earflaps.
“You’re right,” Japheth said. “I’m interested. We occasionally sail on Lake Van. But a leviathan…such creatures live in the oceans. Has Nimrod built another Ark?”
“I don’t think so,” Chin said. “Ham fashioned a-a—”
“Ah-ha!” Japheth cried. “I knew Ham lied to us during the Deluge. He pretended to abhor the waters, when in actuality they fascinated him. I warrant that Ham sailed with Nimrod.”
“That is true,” Chin said.
“And during the journey, they found this leviathan?” Japheth asked.
“Yes,” Chin said.
“Did Nimrod slay it?”
“No, Lord,” Chin said. “But after it slew a Hunter, Anu the Light-Hearted, I believe, Nimrod wounded the leviathan and drove it off.”
“I find that impressive,” Japheth said. “Don’t you also find that impressive, Beor?”
“The lad’s a skilled hunter,” Beor said. “I’ve always said so.”
“He’s the Dragon Slayer, they say,” Japheth said.
Beor turned away.
Japheth winked at Chin, smiled at Hilda and then, with his grandsons, took his leave, heading back to the village in the distance.
On their return journey to Javan Village, Chin asked Beor, “Do you never wonder about the curse?”
Hilda drove the four donkeys pulling the chariot. The small beasts blew white mist from their nostrils and occasionally glanced back at her. They plodded through a narrow pass, with high mountain walls on either side of them.
Beor took his time answering. “It’s in the back of my mind, of course. And, if you’re like me, whenever I speak with Lord Japheth, I think about it more than otherwise. When I first arrived, I thought about it so much that I journeyed to Mount Ararat.”
“Only to the range’s northern slopes,” Hilda said. “You never did trek up the mountains to show me the Ark.”
“Yes, I stand corrected,” Beor said with a smile. “The point is that I spoke with Noah, and one night I asked him about the curse. I wanted to know if I was in danger, living in Japheth Land.”
“What did Noah say?” Chin asked.
“Noah said that only Jehovah knows. Yet he said that often the curses of Jehovah are long in coming, with many opportunities for repentance.”
“Can the curse be avoided then?” Chin asked.
“I wondered the same thing,” Beor said, “and I Noah asked that. The ancient patriarch shook his head.”
“Javan won’t enslave us,” Hilda said.
“Not outright, anyway,” Beor said.
“You don’t trust Javan?” asked Chin.
“Out of everyone in Japheth Land,” Beor said, “who bargained with you the most sharply?”
“That’s easy,” Chin said. “Javan did.”
“Yes,” Beor said. “Javan.”
For a time they traveled in silence, until Chin glanced sidelong at Beor.
Hilda caught it, and she waited for the question plain on Chin’s face.
Chin asked, “Why do you live in Javan Village? It seems there are…nicer people in some of the other villages.”
Beor shrugged. “One place in Japheth Land is as good as any.”
As the donkeys plodded through the snow and worked their way down into a pine forest, Hilda pursed her lips. She could have told Chin the reason why. Deep in his heart, almost locked away from himself, her father still loved Semiramis. Hilda knew it from the hidden things he did. There was a copper locket with a long strand of Semiramis’s dark hair hidden under Beor’s straw mattress. Other items of hers, a comb, a pin or a buckle from an old belt, Hilda had seen her father late at night when he thought she was asleep. He sat in his chair in front of the fireplace and, with his thumb, rubbed the pin or comb, with his eyes unfocused, as if he saw into another, happier time.
Hilda pitied her father, for she knew that Semiramis was cruel and vindictive. Oh, how her stepmother had terrified her as a child. Nimrod and Semiramis deserved each other.
 





 
18.
 
Chin and his companions departed and life went on in Javan Village. As Rahab had suspected, the amber necklace wove a spell over Hilda. She often took it out, wearing it in her room, gazing at herself in her slate mirror. She finally went to Tarshish, the father of Semiramis, and in his house wheedled a gown from one of his daughters. In her room, Hilda wore the gown with the necklace, moving about and practicing walking like a woman. A month before spring, she waltzed into the main room for supper. Eyebrows rose and her father smiled.
“From which cloud did you descend, my fair princess?” Beor asked.
“Father,” she chided. But she sat at the table, delighted. It gave her the boldness the next day to go outside in the dress. Heads turned. It was caused as much from her loveliness as the treasure hanging from her neck.
Beor warned her two weeks later. “People are gossiping. I’ve heard it, and so have the others. You must put the necklace away and only wear it on special occasions.”
“The other girls wear nice things,” Hilda said.
“Certainly,” Beor said. “I’m not against that. The amber necklace, however, isn’t just a nice thing. It’s the greatest treasure in Japheth Land. That makes people jealous. Remember, we’re guests here.”
“Guests, Father? After all these years? We’re no longer just guests.”
“That isn’t how people think,” Beor said.
“Many of the Japhethites have married Hamite women,” Hilda argued. “They’re not just guests.”
“It’s different for women, Hilda. A woman and man become one flesh. She becomes like a Japhethite, just as a woman from here, married to a son of Ham, becomes a Hamite. For me and the Scouts, however, it’s different.”
“Javan has welcomed you with open arms,” Hilda said. “He’s said so many times.”
“That’s what he said, I agree,” Beor told her. “But at times, they still resent us.”
“They ask you and the Scouts to lead the most dangerous hunts and to help them make the most intricate bronze-work.”
“Another reason not to like us,” Beor said. “Because they need us.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“True. But that’s human nature nonetheless. So I want you to put the necklace away and only wear it for Festival.”
“Yes, Father.”
Beor patted her on the cheek, no doubt thinking the problem solved.
Hilda, however, wore the necklace whenever he took a Scout as his charioteer instead of letting her drive. Those days, she donned the dress and proudly wore the necklace, turning heads and making others jealous.
Some of the most spiteful women went to Minos, the younger brother of Semiramis. He was a lanky fellow with curly, dark hair and handsome, olive-skinned features. He was the most handsome man in the village. He wore fine clothes, with linen undergarments and golden rings on his fingers. He disdained stone weapons and tools and wore on his belt a silver dagger, one of his many vanities and joys.
He listened to the harping of the jealous women: that a daughter of Beor should show them up and strut about their village as if she were its queen.
“Your sister was driven to distraction by Hilda. Surely, if Semiramis learned that you taught Hilda the price of arrogance, it would warm her days and cause her to remember you even more fondly than she does.”
Minos pondered that, and he saw that although Hilda was young, under age, that she was yet pretty, even if rather innocent. He spoke with his thuggish cousins, Thebes and Olympus, muscular youths who bragged they were much better hunters than the Scouts were. When they sensed the drift of his thoughts, they, too, urged Minos to play a prank.
“It isn’t as if you’re hurting her,” Thebes said. “Not truly.”
“Yes, we don’t counsel you to anything as foolish as that,” Olympus said.
“Isn’t she asking for it by wearing that necklace? ‘Look at me,’ she says. And the way she entices us with her stride and those coy glances over her shoulder.” Thebes shook his head. “It simply demands a reaction.”
“Besides,” Olympus said. “What woman can resist you? You’ve told us yourself that you need merely crook your finger to make any woman come running. Hilda will count herself lucky to have even been noticed by you.”
“Yes,” Thebes said. “I, as well, recall that boast, about your crooked finger. It can’t possibly be true, of course.”
“Oh, it’s quite true,” Minos said. “Believe me.”
“You’re just bragging,” Thebes said.
“If I prove it, who will protect me from Beor’s wrath?” Minos asked.
“What will Beor have to be angry about?” Thebes asked. “In fact, after you’re done, he may give you the girl in marriage. Then you’ll own the necklace.”
“I don’t want to marry her,” Minos said.
“Why not?” Olympus asked. “If, later, another girl takes your fancy, marry her, too. I’ve never understood why we only marry one woman. Especially fellows like you…”
“That’s very strange,” Thebes told Olympus. “I was thinking the same thing.”
Minos walked away deep in thought, to the soft chuckles of Thebes and Olympus.
A week later, as the snow began to thaw and Beor went on an extended trip, Minos came to his cousins and said, “I’ve been accused too often of being a fool, of leaping before I think. This time and against Beor, I refuse to go. Unless…”
“Yes?” Thebes asked.
“Unless you two join me in the prank,” Minos said.
“Join you?” Thebes asked. “I’m not sure. Then Beor might have real cause for rage.”
“No,” Minos said. “I’ve thought this out carefully. If the three of us do this, the girl will surely be too ashamed to let anyone know what happened, least of all her father. The stigma of it will keep her silent.”
Thebes and Olympus glanced at one another in surprise.
“I believe the handsome devil is right,” Olympus said.
“It’s brilliant,” Thebes said. He clapped his cousin Minos on the back, staggering him. “To tell you the truth, I’ve had my fill of these haughty Scouts. Do you know that Beor had the gall to tell me the other day that I shouldn’t stagger about drunk in public? A Hamite trying to tell us about drunkenness. If he wasn’t such a mound of muscle—a freak, I tell you—I’d have knocked him to the ground.”
“This is your chance,” Minos said. “We can hurt him where it will hurt most and without having to worry about retaliation.”
“Yes,” Thebes said. “Count me in.”
“Me, too,” Olympus said.
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The allure of the necklace kept drawing Hilda, that and how the village girls looked at her. They used to make fun of her, that she seemed more like a boy than a girl. They didn’t say that anymore.
She donned the gown early one morning, slipping on the necklace and sauntering outside. Father practiced archery with the Scouts and wouldn’t be back until noon. So she didn’t need to fear his discovery.
As she moved between houses, she lifted her chin and pretended not to notice as women stopped, stared and whispered among themselves. Minos, the lazy shepherd, whistled and when she looked, he waved to her.
She giggled, waving back.
“I’ll compose a song about you,” Minos shouted. “And about the necklace that brings out the luster in your hair.”
Hilda blushed. Her father said she was too young for boys. But she noticed them more this year. Minos often took a harp with him to the fields, plucking strings when he should have been watching for lions or wolves.
Hilda turned a corner and halted as her stomach knotted. Father drove through the village gate. Luckily, his head was turned. So she backed up and ducked out of sight, racing for home. In her room, she ripped off the gown and stuffed the necklace into her strongbox. Putting on her knee-length dress and lacing on heavy-soled sandals, she went into the main room and began dusting furniture.
Just as her breathing evened, the door opened. Father clumped in, with his peg leg knocking on the floorboards.
“Hilda.”
She looked up, her face filled with innocence.
He didn’t glare or frown or glower, but his eyes seemed to bore into her soul.
She hung her head as her cheeks burned.
“Did you just disobey me?”
“Yes, Father.”
He sighed, clump-clump-clumping until he sat in his chair.
“I’m sorry,” she said, still looking down.
“Now you are, because I caught you.” He sighed, putting his heavy hands on the table. “I planned to let you drive for me next week when I left for Shem’s Settlement.”
Her head whipped up and she to burst into tears. She loved Ruth, Shem’s wife, who reminded her so much of Great Grandmother Rahab.
“As punishment, you’ll have to stay behind,” he said.
Tears welled in her eyes. Hilda hung her head again, nodding, before dashing into her room to cry.
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The week passed. Early in the morning, Father left with the Scouts while Hilda remained behind. She swept the house, debated wearing the necklace now that her father was gone, but decided she didn’t want to turn into a rebellious child.
A little before noon, she went outside carrying several javelins. She headed to the practice field. Once outside the village, she glanced about. Patches of wet snow clung here and there, while greenery sprouted everywhere, and the sound of trickling water seemed universal. From the mossy palisade spread slushy wagon, cart and chariot tracks. In the direction she headed rose a forest belt, the pine branches swaying in the breeze. She felt eyes on her, but saw no one. Father had taught her to trust her instincts so she kept turning, searching, until a crow cawed.
She laughed and soon hiked over a flower-carpeted rise and entered a shallow, though rather wide, depression, with many soggy spots. Hay-backed targets stood in a row. There, she target-practiced, hurling javelins until sweat lathered her face.
“Hilda!”
Hilda whirled around. Stumbling toward her from the forest ran a girl two years older than she was, who also happened to be her worst tormenter.
With a javelin in hand, Hilda waited.
Breathless, hair-disheveled, Ariel clutched Hilda’s arm as tears trickled down her cheeks. “Oh, Hilda, help me. Help me.”
“What is it?” Hilda asked.
“A wolf has torn Minos. He’s at the rock in the glade. He’s bleeding. Quick, run to him. Watch over him with your javelin while I get help.” Without another word, Ariel stumbled for the village.
Hilda gulped as fear wormed into her belly. A wolf had torn Minos. What might the wolf do to her? But she gripped the javelin and sprinted toward the forest.
In time, she came panting to the rock in the glade. The lichen-covered boulder stood taller than a man, and it was surrounded by forest. A spring seeped with water beside it and the boulder threw shadows on the tall, waving grass behind.
“Minos!” she called.
Silence. Hilda glanced around. Just like before, eyes seemed to watch her. Goosebumps rose on her arms. They were evil eyes, malicious, wishing her harm. They studied her, gauging, waiting.
“Minos?” Hilda called in a quieter voice.
She approached the rock as she kept her javelin cocked over her shoulder. If a wolf waited and tried to pounce…
“Hilda, over here,” came a hoarse whisper.
Her heart thudded as she crept to the high grass beyond the rock. Perhaps Minos had crawled into them for concealment. She didn’t see any trail of blood.
“Help me, Hilda.”
“Minos?” she asked.
The grass rustled. Minos rose. His dark hair shone luxuriously, perfectly combed. No dirt smeared his cheeks. He grinned and seemed unhurt.
“I’m glad you came,” he said, with laughter in his voice.
“Ariel said a wolf tore you.”
“A beast did, yes,” he said.
Hilda glanced about, confused. “Is it near?”
“Very near,” he said.
She raised her javelin as her heart beat wildly.
“There,” he said, pointing with his chin.
She pivoted. He parted grass, approaching her. She frowned. “You’re unafraid,” she said.
“Now I am,” he said.
Where he had pointed, grass now rustled.
Hilda yelled, and she stamped forward, with her muscles quivering as she readied to throw.
“No!” Minos shouted. “It’s Thebes! Don’t skewer Thebes.”
In bewilderment, Hilda stared at Minos. Thebes indeed rose out of concealment.
“Here, let go of that,” Minos said. “Don’t stick us.” He drew the javelin out of her grasp.
“Good thinking,” Olympus said, rising behind Hilda.
She blinked, more confused than ever. “Where’s the beast? Where’s the wolf?”
Minos tapped her on the shoulder.
“What?” she asked.
“You’re the beast,” Minos said.
“Me?”
Thebes and Olympus closed in, grinning, evil chuckles bubbling out of them. She felt dwarfed and suddenly in terrible danger.
“You tore my heart,” Minos told her. “So doesn’t that make you a beast?”
Hilda became uncomfortably aware that she was alone with them in the woods. She tried to grab her javelin.
Minos shook his head.
She backed away from him until Thebes dropped a heavy paw onto her shoulder.
“Let go of me,” she said.
Thebes laughed and Olympus reached for her.
Hilda squirmed. Fingers tightened, cruelly digging into her flesh. She flinched and grabbed for her belt dagger.
Minos pinned her wrist. “You’re not going to cut us, little Hilda.”
“Why are you doing this?” she whispered, more terrified than the time Gilgamesh had shot her father with an arrow.
Minos breathed in her face as Thebes held her arms. “You strut about the village with your amber necklace, thinking you’re our queen. Well, you’re not. You’re a wicked little girl trying to entice us.” Minos leered. “Now, I’m enticed, little Hilda.” He gripped her blouse and yanked hard.
She screamed as the three men laughed, closing around her.
Minos ripped again, exposing her from the waist up.
“Hilda!” a loud and familiar voice shouted.
“Daddy!” she screamed. “I’m by the rock!”
The three youths stared at one another in shock.
“You said Beor was gone,” Olympus hissed.
Minos flung a hand over her mouth as Hilda sucked down air to shout again. “Down,” he whispered.
The three youths sank into the tall grass, pulling Hilda with them.
“Hilda!” Beor shouted. “Where are you?”
She squirmed until a dagger touched her throat.
“Silence,” Thebes whispered, his eyes promising death.
Minos eased up for a look.
“Down, you fool,” Olympus said, yanking Minos into cover.
A donkey brayed, and as hot hands held her, Hilda heard the familiar creak of chariot wheels.
“Do you want your father to find you like this?” Minos whispered into her ear.
“We should kill her,” Thebes said. “For Beor will kill us if he finds us now.”
Terror blossomed in Hilda’s belly. And she loathed the grimy hands on her bare flesh. “Oh, Jehovah,” she prayed, “give me courage. Help me think.”
“Hilda!” Beor shouted. “Where are you?”
Her father must be by the boulder. Minos had become pale. Thebes trembled.
“That was her voice before,” a Scout said. “I’d swear it.”
“I know it was,” Beor said.
Hilda didn’t want to die or be raped. So she bit Minos’s hand, tasting blood. Minos howled in surprise and tried to shake her off, and he knocked against Thebes. The hot hands lost their grip.
“Daddy!” Hilda screamed, launching out of the grass.
Beor’s eyes widened in shock and then into black rage.
Olympus, Thebes and Minos sprinted for the forest.
The chariot-driver flicked the reins. The donkeys leapt forward. And Beor, as befitted a master hunter, snatched a javelin from the chariot case. The javelin flashed past Hilda, and she heard a scream as Minos fell to the ground with a javelin through his thigh.
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Beor and the Scouts took the wounded Minos and a captured Olympus to Lord Japheth.
“I’ve come to you for fair judgment,” Beor said, and he explained how he had turned back from his trip to Shem, deciding the punishment for Hilda had been too harsh. He said that he thanked Jehovah for his merciful heart regarding his precious daughter.
Japheth retired to deliberate, even as anger filled his sons and grandsons in attendance.
“What should I do?” Japheth asked.
Europa wore a long gown, with her blonde hair in braids and wound upon her head like a crown. She held a paintbrush and stood before a smooth piece of wood, with pigments of green, red and white in small clay cups.
“If I give Beor justice, I might alienate Javan,” Japheth said, brooding. “But if I do nothing, Beor will become even more enraged. He might return to Canaan, and Canaan might go to Kush and raise a host.”
“Over one girl?” Europa asked.
“Over an insult to a Hamite. You know how they are.”
“Yes,” Europa said. “Try as I have, my sons think less like kings than Rahab’s children. It’s very frustrating. Ham’s children are warriors. This curse on Canaan…” She shook her head. “I don’t see its evidence. In fact, this one-legged Beor is more than a match for any of our sons. You would do well to retain his allegiance.”
“At the risk of alienating Javan?” Japheth asked.
Europa became thoughtful. “Injustice drives men to rage. What happened to Hilda was despicable. I do not condone it. So give Beor justice. Show the world that we know how to uphold what is right.”
Japheth returned to his sons and grandsons, giving Beor the verdict. They marched to Javan Village. There, in the biggest lodge, and before the assembled clan, Japheth fined Minos, Olympus and Thebes for their wicked deed.
Their grandfather Javan protested, demanding justice for Minos’s wounding.
“No,” Japheth said. “Minos deserves worse. He can thank Beor’s temperance that he’s still alive. Beor had every right to slay him.”
“Will you side with them over us?” Javan cried.
Japheth looked troubled. “Right must triumph over blood.”
“It wouldn’t be so in Babel,” Javan said.
“This is not Babel,” the Patriarch said. “This is Japheth Land. Your grandsons must pay the fine.”
“And if they don’t?” Javan asked.
Japheth swept his hand to the armed sons and grandsons behind him, those from other villages. “I have brought men to enforce the judgment, which, if it must be gained by arms, will be doubled.”
Javan brooded as torchlight played off the high wooden rafters. “This will cost you, Father. So I urge you to reconsider.”
“As Heaven is my witness,” Japheth said angrily, “my judgment stands.”
Weeks later, Javan and his entire clan uprooted and began the trek to Babel. “One way or another, I’ll be revenged upon Beor and show my father that my word rings as true as the purest bronze,” Javan said. “And lest anyone forget, Semiramis is my granddaughter. We will be welcomed in Babel.”
Lord Japheth pondered the meaning of this: that one after another, his sons and grandsons headed to Babel. So, at Europa’s urging, he called Beor. “You must convince your father and brothers to move from the Zagros Mountains and to us, for strength lies in numbers.”
“It’s a long journey,” Beor said. “And there are certain stigmas concerning moving here.”
“If you mean Noah’s curse, then know that I never have nor ever will enslave Canaan or any of his children. That is my word and my writ. I hope by my latest judgment to have convinced you that my word is both honest and good.”
Beor nodded gravely, saying, “I’ll do what I can.”
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In that roundabout way of trade, traders and gossip, Kush and Deborah learned about Japheth’s plan concerning Canaan.
“He seeks to rob of us of laborers,” Kush growled to his wife. They were in the inner sanctum, rolling special bones under flickering lamplight. “Japheth wants to keep the sons of Ham divided.”
“So it seems,” Deborah said.
“We must compel Canaan to move to Babel,” Kush said. “We must end this breach.”
“We’ve tried several times,” Deborah said. “Canaan still smarts from Nimrod and feels for his son, Beor. Clearly, his feelings in this matter run deeper than we suspected.”
“I don’t want excuses,” Kush said. “I need plans. Give me plans.”
Deborah stood motionless as Kush rattled three shiny bones in his palm.
“How can I win the people over to the idea of building a tower if they’re exhausted from back-breaking labor on the canals and from working in the fields?” Kush asked. “As it is, I don’t dare mention building a tower. Yet if I wait, Bel might use another to reveal his wish.”
“Do you mean Nimrod?”
Kush set the marked bones on a special shelf. “We need more hands, more laborers. As a bare minimum before we proceed, we must have Canaan.”
“Perhaps we should send Ham back to the Zagros Settlement,” Deborah said. “He had good luck with Ashkenaz. Let him convince Canaan to visit Babel. Then you must take Canaan into your deepest confidence. You must unveil our plan.”
“He might not be ready for that.”
“Of all your brothers, I think Canaan the likeliest to be ready. And as you say, the angel grows restless.”
Kush scowled. “We must also expand the Hunters.”
“Perhaps,” Deborah said. “But I urge caution in that regard.”
“Caution?”
“Our son is crafty as well as fearless. If he leads too mighty a band, the day might come when he challenges your rule.”
Kush laughed grimly. “The Hunters must be expanded. For soon…” He wrapped thick fingers around a stone and smashed his fist against his palm. “Japheth and Gomer must learn what it is to be our slaves.”
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After the worst of the Euphrates’s flooding was over, Ham journeyed to the Zagros Mountains. He learned that Beor had told glowing reports of Japheth Land, that Japheth rejected the hated curse and welcomed Canaan and his clan, urging them to join him in the north. Ham pointed out no one had ever nullified a curse of Jehovah’s.
“If that’s true,” Canaan said, “isn’t it wiser to live with Japheth under his goodwill than to wait until the curse unfolds against me?”
“That’s a coward’s answer,” Ham said.
Canaan laughed, as did several of his sons. They spoke in the old two-story house. It was packed with men as Canaan sat in a throne-like wooden chair.
“First you caution me about the curse,” Canaan said, “that I don’t take it seriously enough. Then, when I tell you that I’ll adjust myself to it, you call me a coward, intimating that I should fight against it. You cannot have it both ways, Father.”
“Let’s for the moment forget the curse,” Ham said. “Think of the explosion of predators. Babel has sturdy brick walls and more fantastically rich land than the rest of us can cultivate. The walls mean safety from the animals. The rich soil means we won’t starve—if enough of us can keep the canals in order. And unity, unity means there won’t be wars. Canaan, Zidon: come and investigate Babel. See if I speak the truth. Don’t let bitter memories destroy an opportunity to build a civilization that will take us out of this scratch and hunt existence.”
Frowning faces absorbed his words.
“Those in Japheth Land live more meanly than we do,” Chin said. “To that I attest.”
Ham spied movement in the shadows. He grinned, saying, “Sarah! Come here.”
Chairs scraped back as men turned in surprise. No women or children were supposed to be at the meeting. It was for the clan men as they made the decision. Sarah, a nine-year-old great granddaughter, who had been watching from behind a curtain, ran to Ham. He sat her on his knee. “I love my children,” he said. “Rahab and I yearn for all of you to live near us in our growing and expanding civilization. At the very least, you must examine what we’ve done. See if we’re liars to be pitied or truth-tellers to be envied.”
Several voices shouted in approval.
“No. It’s senseless to go,” Zidon said. “I’ll never live in the same land, let alone the same city, as that scoundrel Nimrod. He’s too devious for me to feel safe. Whatever lie he needs to spout, he will. I find that frightening.”
“Then you for certain should come and watch over your father,” Ham said. “Make sure that he doesn’t make the wrong choice.”
Canaan shook his head ruefully. “More of your typical logic, Father, always twisted so you’ll get your way. I’m afraid, however, that I’m as adamant as Zidon about living near Nimrod or those who support him.”
Ham switched Sarah onto his other knee. “Aren’t the two of you even the least bit curious about what Babel looks like? And your mother asks about you all the time. You might also think of the party we would have for you and the rivers of beer that would flow.”
“Why this exercise in futility?” Canaan asked. “Here in the Zagros Settlement I have the perfect situation: Everyone vying for my favor.”
Zidon, who had been scratching his cheek, now motioned to Canaan.
“You have something to add?” Canaan asked quietly.
“Perhaps there is something to be gained in Babel,” Zidon said with a mocking grin.
“Oh?” Canaan asked.
“The pleasure of listening to them beg as we once begged them to listen,” Zidon said. “Then there is the added pleasure of telling them no, as they once told us no.”
Canaan spread his hands. “You see, Father. What’s the point of going? It will only poison an already bad situation.”
“You trade with us, do you not?” Ham asked.
“You know that we do,” Canaan said.
“A good trader knows how to drive better bargains only if he knows what his customers want, and how badly they need it. But he’ll only gain that knowledge if he sees how his customers live.”
Canaan thought that through.
Zidon languidly crossed his ankles as he slouched deeper in his chair. “Mixing business with pleasure, eh?” A sardonic grin crossed his face. “Yes, I think I might go after all. Let us see what this Babel looks like. What do you think, Father?”
“I think,” Canaan said, “that the idea has merit.”
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In the heat of mid-summer and a little after noon, the city of Babel looked deserted. Most people napped in the cool of their inner rooms. A low wall of sun-dried bricks surrounded squat flat-roofed houses. Palm trees stood lonely guard throughout the small city, while dogs panted as they lay in the doorways. The broad Euphrates flowed serenely past Babel, several reed boats working the far shore as fishermen tossed their nets. Like veins from the main artery of the river, straight canals in a grid pattern flowed between lush fields of wheat, barley, sesame and orchards of young fig and date palms.
Then the watchman patrolling along the wall noticed chariots kicking up dust. He reached for the horn slung by a cord around his neck and put the end of it to his lips.
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Ham, Canaan and Zidon entered Babel to a mass of cheering people. Maidens tossed flowers into the air and threw palm branches in the path of Canaan’s vehicle. As the chariots drew to a halt, Kush and Deborah broke from the crowd.
“Canaan, Canaan,” Deborah said, with a veil before her mouth. “Oh, it has been much too long.” She embraced him, and Kush gave his brother a bear hug.
People cheered and clapped.
Then the prettiest maidens mobbed Zidon, Chin and Heth’s sons, handing them cups of beer and brushing dirt from their coats. One girl hugged the handsomest of the sons of Heth, kissing him. People laughed and clapped anew, chanting, “Canaan! Canaan! Canaan!”
Canaan leaned near Zidon, saying, “I hadn’t expected this.”
Zidon shook his head. “Keep your wits about you, Father. Remember why we came.”
That evening, everyone feasted well with tables set in the streets. Lamb and steaming bread, beer and palm wine, dates and figs and fish from the Euphrates filled everyone to bursting. Canaan spoke with almost everyone, passing from man to woman, shaking hands and kissing cheeks. He commented on Babel’s bounty and that Shinar indeed was the land of plenty. More guarded, Zidon still ate heartily and drank too much wine. The sons of Heth had never enjoyed themselves more. Each of them was surrounded by adoring maidens.
Afterward, people danced to harps and cymbals. More wine and beer flowed. The sun went down and men lit lanterns. Swirling dresses flashed. People laughed, cheered, clapped and embraced.
“It was never like this when we lived near Ararat,” Canaan shouted to his father.
Ham swayed, with glassy eyes and a pot of beer cradled in his hands. He sipped through a bamboo straw.
“Noah would have had a stroke seeing people having so much fun,” Canaan said.
Ham nodded sagely, before glowering, finding his beer-pot empty. He staggered off to find more beer.
“Mother!” Canaan shouted.
Rahab wore a shawl and stood by her son. On the street, the dancers swirled, clapped, laughed and embraced, including Gilgamesh and Opis. Meanwhile, Uruk glowered in the shadows.
“They’re living to the fullest,” Canaan said. “You should, too, Mother.”
“Eat, drink and be merry?” Rahab asked.
“Oh, Mother, you haven’t changed a bit.”
“But you have,” she said. “Why aren’t you dancing? You aren’t that old yet to act like a patriarch.”
The bits of gray in Canaan’s hair were the only indication of his sixty-five years of age. It gave his handsome features a touch of ruggedness. “Too much weighs upon me to dance. Besides, Miriam would scold me for a month if she learned that I had.”
“You must join us here in Babel, Canaan. Return to your own.”
“It’s not that easy, and I have more than just myself to consider.” Canaan glanced about. “By the way, where are Nimrod and Semiramis?”
Rahab clutched his arm. “Nimrod doesn’t want to ruin your first night here. So he’s staying out of sight, and he ordered Semiramis to do likewise.”
“Their staying away is deliberate?” Canaan asked.
“Canaan. Nimrod isn’t the lad you knew. He has strength in him.”
“He’s the Mighty Hunter, they say.”
Ham swayed near with a new pot of beer in his hands. “Seems like a silly title, I know, the Mighty Hunter. But I’ve seen what Nimrod does.” Ham nodded. “When everyone else stands frozen in an emergency, Nimrod moves, like when he drove away the leviathan. If the monster had been given a moment longer, it might have swamped our vessel and devoured each of us at its leisure. The lad is indeed unique.”
“So is Beor,” Canaan said.
“Yes,” Ham said, as he sipped beer. “So is Beor.”
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Ham lay in bed. A flickering candle cast shadows on the curtained walls. On the chest lay a half-finished blanket. Rahab sewed, it seemed, almost every hour of every day. But Ham sensed someone other than Rahab in his bedroom. This someone held a candle, the one annoyingly flickering in his face. Ham cracked open an eyelid. Oh, his head ached and his limbs felt leaden.
The someone shook his elbow. “Great Grandfather, wake up.”
Ham twisted his head. The candlelight glowed around a handsome face—Ramses. “What do you want?” Ham asked thickly.
“They sent me to fetch you,” Ramses said.
Ham tried to push the offending hand away.
“You’re worse than a hibernating bear,” Ramses said. “Up already.”
With Ramses dragging him out of bed, Ham pulled a comb through his beard and donned a fresh garment. Then he leaned on Ramses’s arm and limped onto the dark street outside.
A red glow streaked the horizon. Above it, stars twinkled and a chilly breeze blew.
Ham muttered as they came to the altar in the center of Babel. Smooth, chiseled stones were cunningly fitted together. The altar stood on a small mound with clay steps, and the mound was in the most spacious area in the city.
Notables stood around the sacred site. A few shivered in the predawn chill, but most had bundled themselves in woolen cloaks. Ham took his place as Kush approached in a long, red robe, with Nimrod following and leading a perfectly white bull. Kush lit a fire and poured a libation of wine onto the altar as he invoked the angel of the sun.
Canaan seemed absorbed with the proceedings, and a shivering Zidon frowned. The sons of Heth looked like Ham felt: bleary-eyed and ready to topple.
As the sun peeked up for yet another day, Nimrod drew a broad-bladed dagger and plunged it into the bull. The beast bellowed as a jet of blood arched across its white hide. Its forelegs buckled, and Nimrod withdrew the blade and plunged it in again. The bull coughed bloody froth, and with a heavy thump fell to its side. Kush and Nimrod cut off its head, loading it with curses. Obed, as under-priest, carted away the head and tossed it into the Euphrates. Then Kush and Nimrod began to flay the carcass. Kush prayed as they took out its paunch whole, leaving the intestines and fat inside the body. Next they cut off the legs, shoulders, neck and rump, and stuffed the carcass with loaves of bread, honey, raisins, figs and aromatic substances. Finally, they poured a quantity of sesame seed oil over the carcass and burned it on the altar.
As the fire consumed it, Kush beat his breast and prayed aloud. When that part of the ceremony was over, Kush and Nimrod served a meal to everyone out of the remaining portions.
“I’ve never seen the like,” Canaan said later.
“Yes,” Zidon said. “I’m loath to admit it, but it was impressive.”
Kush smiled mysteriously, quietly accepting the praise.
Afterward, people departed for their daily chores, some grabbing nets and hurrying to the docks. Others, by the manure on their boots, headed to sheep or cattle pens. Still others wore wide-brimmed hats and perched hoes on their shoulders. Most of the women returned home to rouse their children or churn butter or sew or cook or clean or help build a mud-brick addition to their homes. More than a few headed to the fields to help their husbands and brothers.
Nimrod approached those who remained at the altar. He approached in his hunting gear, having changed out of his robes.
Zidon stiffened and Canaan rubbed his chin. “I congratulate you, Nimrod, on a sacrifice well done.”
In a dramatic gesture, Nimrod went to one knee and bowed his head. “Uncle Canaan, I crave your pardon. Four years past, I acted hastily in the pride of youth. I don’t ask you to forgive me, for that would be too much for both of us. Yet I ask that you pardon my action, if you could see it within yourself to do so.”
Astonished, Canaan glanced at Zidon.
Zidon blinked, until he stirred and whispered into his father’s ear.
Canaan appeared indecisive. Nimrod kept his head bowed.
“Please, Nimrod,” Canaan said, “you shouldn’t bow to me.” He tried to draw Nimrod to his feet, but the Mighty Hunter held his place.
“As a priest to the Supreme, you acted your part well,” Zidon told Nimrod, “but as an actor, you are still supreme.”
Nimrod raised his head. “Let us end our quarrel. Let there be peace between us.”
“Ah,” Zidon told his father. “That is the cry of all robbers after a successful mission. Peace, peace, put away your malice. My question is, how does that satisfy Beor?”
Nimrod licked his lips and once more bowed his head. “I’m not an orator. I’m a Hunter. So I’ll not match wits with Zidon nor try to check his hatred of me. What I crave is pardon, crave it enough so I humble myself before you, Uncle.”
Canaan glanced at those around him. Zidon sneered. The sons of Heth seemed indecisive, and those of Babel clearly longed for rapprochement.
Ham learned near, whispering, “Be magnanimous. Put them in your debt. When have you ever seen Nimrod like this? Humbled before any man? This is the moment to heal old wounds, to show your brothers that you don’t hold grudges.”
Canaan cleared his throat. “We all know that Nimrod is proud, for he is gifted in the hunt as few others are and he is a bold man. To drop to his knee like this…” Canaan clapped Nimrod on the shoulder. “Arise, Nimrod, for freely I pardon you.”
Zidon looked away.
“I promise, you won’t regret this,” Nimrod said, rising. “To the others of your clan, I ask that they withhold judgment until their trip to Babel is over.”
Kush stepped forward, and the rest of the day seemed uneventful, taken up in inspections of the canals and levees, the fields and granaries and storehouses. Later they went on a boat ride up the Euphrates, where Canaan marveled at a herd of elephants on the far shore.
In time, they returned to the wharf and trudged around to the Lion Gate. Big, pine doors twice the height of a man and normally bound by a copper bar made up the gate, the brag being that not even a dragon could open it.
Kush halted inside the Lion Gate. “I’ve saved the biggest surprise for last.”
“What could that be?” Canaan asked.
They strolled to an open-air oven, a brick-made oval a little taller than a man would stand. Kush indicated that Menes would speak.
“In the Zagros Mountains, we used wood to build just about everything,” Menes said. “In Shinar there are no hardwoods, although we have enough soft woods for our fireplaces. Thus, we had to use a different substance for construction. As you’ve seen, clay is our most abundant resource.”
Canaan nodded.
“Shinar is a land of alluvial mud,” Menes said. “And we have a hot sun. So it was a simple matter to slop clay into a wooden mold and let the sun dry it. With such sun-dried bricks have Babel and our homes been made. Yet sun-dried bricks are not as endurable as we might have hoped. For sun-dried bricks absorb water, swell and, in time, break apart. This,” Menes slapped the oven, “solves our problem.”
Menes swung the grille open and took out a brick. He handed it to Canaan, who twisted the brick this way and that.
“Try using your thumbnail to flick off a piece,” Menes said.
Canaan tried. “This is harder than the others you’ve shown me.”
“And more endurable,” Menes said. “I baked it in the oven.”
“You did what?” Canaan asked.
“Baked it,” Menes said. “I used fire to harden it. We call it a baked brick.”
“What does that mean?” Canaan asked.
“It means,” Kush said, “that whatever we make will last, well, forever.”
“Not only that,” Nimrod said, “but we can build stronger and higher.”
“That’s all very good,” Canaan said. “But to build bigger—”
“I already anticipate your question,” Menes said. “To hold the bricks together, we use bitumen, or, as some call it, slime.”
“Interesting,” Zidon said. “But I don’t see how this is the greatest thing yet seen in Babel.”
“That’s what I wish to talk to you about,” Kush said. “And that is why I’m inviting everyone to the Hunter’s Lodge for a feast.”
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After Ham left for the feast, Rahab ate sparingly of cheese and bread. Then, dressing warmly, she set out for the Hunter’s Compound. No one stood guard at the gate, as she’d suspected. Unlike the city proper, the Hunter Compound had a small gate, little bigger than an ordinary door. Nothing went into the compound via wagon, only on the backs of the Hunters.
She slipped into the yard where the Hunters sometimes drilled to sound of drums and horns. They practiced evolutions in marching that seemed to make little sense to her. She strolled to the main Barracks, or Hunter’s Lodge, as it was called, and slipped within. Lion, cheetah and crocodile heads glared at her from the walls. Down the corridor, she heard the sound of male laughter. She went the opposite way and took the narrow stairs up to Nimrod and Semiramis’s room.
She knocked.
“Is that you, Gilgamesh?”
Rahab frowned, refusing to ask why a married woman called out another man’s name. She knocked again.
“Enter.”
Rahab did, into a brightly lit room. Far too many candles flickered, a waste of wax. Animal skins hung on the walls. Furs were piled on the bed, and on a chest lay Nimrod’s bronze razor, fashioned in the shape of a small axe-head. Only in the corner on several chests did womanly articles lay. But what a treasure trove they were.
Most of the women and some men used unguents to anoint their bodies. The hot, dry summers practically mandated it. Oils and animals fats kept the skin healthy and aided comfort. The fat of oxen, sheep and geese was mixed with sesame seed or castor oil. Crushed flowers, seeds, woods and gums were added to the perfume. Semiramis went beyond that. To highlight her eyes, she used galena for black eye shadow and malachite for green. Semiramis claimed it protected her eyes from disease and discouraged the settling of flies upon them. She also kept red ochre in jars, applying it to her cheeks when she wanted to look her best. She had henna for her nails and sometimes applied it to her palms and the soles of her feet. And she never appeared in public unless she wore a necklace of brightly colored beads or a golden collar.
A present, Semiramis lay on the bed in a revealing gown, examining herself with a circular bronze mirror and with a pair of bronze tweezers plucking an eyebrow. She lowered the mirror and raised black-outlined eyebrows. “Grandmother.” She sat up and slipped on a jacket, then rose and picked up a pitcher. “Would you like something to drink?”
“Please.”
Semiramis poured into a goblet. “Have a seat, Grandmother. Make yourself comfortable.”
Rahab sat on a stool and accepted the goblet, sipping, nodding. “Very good. Thank you.”
Semiramis sat across from her, looking bewildered, finally saying, “If I open the door, I hear laughter and ribald jokes. The men feast downstairs, as I’m sure you know. I, however, am locked away so as not to upset our guests.”
“That’s the reason I’ve come,” Rahab said. “We missed you at the street festival yesterday. I know the reason is politic, but I don’t think it’s good for you to hide yourself. Canaan will decide one way or another without this subterfuge.”
“But what if I’m what keeps Canaan away?”
Rahab set the goblet down and sat on the bed beside Semiramis. “There are games afoot, I think. Nimrod seems humble, yet he’s also become secretive, as are Kush and Deborah.”
“Do you think so?”
Rahab caught the wary look. She smiled, taking one of Semiramis’s hands. “Why not come with me tonight to the house? Join us as we sew.”
“I can’t,” Semiramis said.
“Don’t be silly. Alone up here, listening to the feast down there, that only causes one to brood. You belong with us, Semiramis.”
“Thank you, Grandmother. It’s a kind gesture. But I must remain here tonight.”
Rahab nodded, rising, winding her shawl over her head. “If you change your mind, you’re most welcome at my house.”
“Thank you. I’ll remember that.”
As Rahab descended the stairs, she felt uneasy. She wanted Canaan to join them. Yet, at times, Babel troubled her, and she couldn’t understand why. It was most odd, and she wondered if it had anything to do with the angel of the sun.
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Hardwood beams that had been floated down the Euphrates lined the ceiling. Tapestries on the walls of hunt scenes added color, as did stuffed animal heads of lions, wolves, elephants and crocodiles, and crossed spears and dragon shields. Torches flickered, and a huge fireplace roared. The feasters sat at a long table, devouring pork, fish and date-palm honey cakes and quaffing dark ale. Later, the Hunters chanted songs, the last one as they pounded the tables with their fists.
Nimrod rose near the head of the table, with a golden cup in hand. “Hail, Canaan!”
“Hail, Canaan!” the Hunters roared.
Everyone toasted.
As they did, Nimrod strode near the largest tapestry, made from threads of various colors and textures, all of them cunningly woven together to form pictures of creatures, men and forts, rocks and trees. Each of the scenes had been divided into frames, some telling a running story. There were frames of a dragon, a dragon and a sprinting youth, a chariot driven by a patriarch and then a white-bearded smith hammering bronze arrows. Nimrod indicated the frames of a gate smashed by a dragon, a kicking onager and a dragon on fire.
“Who shot the onager that day?” Nimrod asked. “Do any of you remember?”
Zidon leaned back in his chair, with a sardonic smile on his lips.
“Zidon, wasn’t it you who first built and then shot the onager?” Nimrod asked.
Zidon dipped his head, and in a voice full of sarcasm said, “Indeed, Mighty Hunter.”
Nimrod’s hearty grin slipped, and for a moment fire seemed to burn in his eyes. Then he shouted, slapping the tapestry. “I can well imagine the moment. The gate exploding and there standing the dragon, roaring, ready to devour everyone. Alone, Zidon stood between the dragon and disaster. Coolly he lit the fuse, pulled the lanyard and sent a ball of brimstone smashing into the monster’s face.”
The Hunters howled approval, causing Zidon to lift his eyebrows.
Nimrod strode to his cousin as chairs scraped back and the Hunters stood. One by one, the elders also stood, and Ham. Zidon rose.
“That was nobly done, Zidon,” Nimrod said. “I salute a brave warrior.”
The Hunters banged their cups and brayed like drunken donkeys, “Zidon! Zidon! Zidon!”
Nimrod slipped the dragon tooth from his neck and put the leather cord over his cousin’s head. “We are the dragon-slayers, you and I, both of the blood of heroes.”
Zidon frowned as he fingered the tooth, and the room grew quiet as men held their breath. “You leave me at a loss for words, Mighty Hunter.”
“Then do me this favor,” Nimrod said.
Zidon cocked an eyebrow.
“Take my hand in friendship.” Nimrod thrust out a meaty paw. A lone ring, a band of shiny metal, circled the middle finger.
Zidon pursed his lips, as the room grew even quieter. Some fool clattered a fork, so it rang until another man put his hand over it. As Nimrod held out his palm the moment stretched, becoming embarrassing and then awkward and finally tense.
“Do it, Zidon,” someone hissed.
The pressure mounted unbearably, until Zidon clasped Nimrod’s hand, saying, “You are not the man I once knew.”
A cheer arose. More table pounding.
“No,” whispered Zidon, leaning near so only Nimrod heard. “You’ve become crafty like a serpent, cunning before a mob.”
Nimrod laughed as if Zidon had spoken encouraging words, and he gripped his cousin’s arm.
Ham plopped onto his chair, everyone else soon doing likewise. Youths then took platters away and poured more date-palm wine and barley ale, while the feasters leaned back, loosening their belts.
“You spoke earlier about baked bricks, my brother,” Canaan said. “Perhaps before we’re all uselessly drunk, you should explain what you meant.”
Kush rose. He wore a splendid robe and a large, golden collar. His hair had been oiled, perfumed and he had consumed little that was alcoholic. “There is a reason I begged our father to bring you to Babel.”
“Yes,” Zidon said, “to convince us to join you. That much is rather obvious.”
“Hush,” Canaan said. “They’ve shown us nothing but respect, and yet you continue with your slights. Your own son has been to Japheth Land. Tell us, Chin, which is more magnificent: Japheth Land or Babel?”
Chin seemed the worse from drink, and he rose unsteadily. “Compared to Babel, they live like ruffians in Japheth Land, kin to the forest beasts. Nor are their feasts so grand. Only in Babel does wine and beer flow like water.”
“What of their walls?” Canaan asked. “Can the villages in Japheth Land stop a dragon?”
“Never,” Chin said. “Only in Babel does one truly feel secure.”
“Yet we’ve only seen one dragon in a hundred years,” Zidon said. “Is there really a need for monumental walls?”
“What of Nimrod’s leviathan?” Canaan asked. “That proves more terrible creatures abound.”
Zidon stroked his cheek and Kush cleared his throat.
“I’m not one for making long speeches,” Kush said. “So I’ll keep this short. We have all felt, in one way or another, the keen loss of civilization. Yes, our parents survived the awful Deluge, only to have us thrown deep into primitivism. We’ve all heard the glowing stories of palaces and works of art, music and grand cities that were obliterated by Jehovah’s wrath. In Japheth Land, they live in crude villages. The same, I’m told, occurs in Shem’s area of influence. Only in Babel are we trying to recapture some of the lost glories of civilization. Yet it is a hard task, and we need many hands as well as unity. To that end, we need a unifying purpose, a goal to stir our imaginations.”
Kush paused to examine the crowd.
“Speak on,” Canaan said. “You intrigue me.”
“Civilization means wisdom,” Kush said. “And wisdom is difficult to acquire. Yet if we could combine the unifying goal together with a search for wisdom, we would be doubly blessed. Now I’d like you to imagine—”
“Father,” Nimrod said, rising, coming around the table.
Kush scowled at this interruption.
“I’ve anticipated what you’re about to tell us,” Nimrod said, “and I thought a demonstration might help them better visualize what you’re about to say.”
“A demonstration?” Kush asked.
“If you’ll permit me,” Nimrod said.
Kush’s scowl deepened. “Can’t this wait?”
“It will take but a moment,” Nimrod said.
Kush impatiently waved his hand.
Nimrod clapped his hands. Gilgamesh and Uruk, who had slipped out while the platters were cleared, wheeled a handcart into the room. A linen cloth was draped upon the cart, hiding something large.
Nimrod walked to the cart, his voice ringing out: “My father has shown you baked bricks. They are the secret to a noble vision as grand as Noah’s Ark. Bel, the Angel of the Sun, showed me this vision. He said that, first, we must build a city. Then we must build a tower unto heaven, so we may build a name for ourselves that will ring throughout eternity. Though we presently scrounge for mere existence, by this building of a tower, we will never be forgotten. Our name will blaze like the sun itself. By the building of this tower, we will halt our foolish scattering. What is more, from the heights of this tower, we will learn heavenly wisdom.”
“What kind of tower?” Zidon asked, his sarcasm forgotten.
Nimrod whipped the linen cloth aside. On the handcart, there stood a model of the Tower. It wasn’t a mere cylinder, but a “stepped” pyramid. In ways it resembled a giant, squared-off wedding cake, with long ramp-like stairs leading to various levels.
“An oblique pyramid built in seven receding stages,” Nimrod explained.
Ham sat up. It reminded him of the pyramids of Antediluvian Chemosh.
“Can such a thing be built by us?” Canaan asked.
“I say it can,” Nimrod said. “What do you think, Father?”
Kush looked in wonder at the model, and it dawned on him that while he had a vague notion of what to construct, the angel had given Nimrod precise details.
“Seems like it would take an awful lot of work building such a thing,” Ham said.
“Which is why we must all unite in this grand task,” Nimrod said. “By it, we will lift ourselves out of primitivism and into a glorious civilization.”
“I’m impressed,” Zidon said. “I don’t want to be, but I’m impressed.” He looked around, seeming to recover himself as he did. “I’m impressed if for no other reason than it has stirred the savage hunter into aspirations for civilization.”
“Is this why you first came to Babel?” Canaan asked Kush. “Is this why you risked tribal division?”
Kush nodded solemnly.
“What wisdom will we gain upon the Tower’s completion?” Canaan asked.
“If we knew,” Nimrod said, “we wouldn’t have to build it.”
Laughter rang out, and Canaan rubbed his smooth chin, his eyes alight as he studied this fabulous possibility. “Yes,” he said. “Let us build this Tower as Noah once built the Ark. Let our names ring throughout the ages as civilization’s architects. Let us no longer scatter across the Earth for the animals to devour, but let us be as one in our endeavor as we labor for heaven’s wisdom.”
“Let it be so!” Nimrod cried.
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A season passed. Canaan and his clan moved to Babel, although some hardworking sons remained in the Zagros settlement, with the task of collecting ores and various rare timbers to caravan later to Babel. The city on the plain grew. Kush, Nimrod and Anom the Architect, a son of Menes, worked out a blueprint for the Tower, and that winter they measured off the foundations.
“So vast as that?” Canaan asked.
“A monument to the ages cannot be meager,” Nimrod said. “It must stagger the imagination. It must awe and terrify. And it must draw the others to us, as honey draws a bear.”
“It will take ages to build,” Canaan said.
Nimrod shook his head. “Not so long as that, eh, Father?”
Kush brooded. He slept less these days. He pondered an imponderable, wondering on the treasures of heavenly wisdom. On the Tower’s completion, what would the angel impart to humanity? He lusted to know. Impatiently, he wished to begin construction today if possible, baking the bricks himself and smearing them with slime.
“Clay, wood and bitumen,” rumbled Kush, “in immense quantities.”
Canaan agreed. “Reed bundles won’t fire a quarter of the brick-baking kilns before we denude Shinar. You must send teams north and hew a forest of wood, stockpiling for the future. We must gather materials like Noah once did when building the Ark.”
Kush turned to Nimrod. “Will the Hunters go north?”
Nimrod grinned. “Before the next floodtide, look for a deluge of logs.”
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Opis worked apart from the other girls. They laughed as they waded barefoot into the Euphrates, soaking clothes on a sandy shore and pounding them on boards. Alone, by a flat rock, Opis beat her woolens clean, reeds behind her swaying in the wintry breeze.
Her father Lud had made it harder again for Gilgamesh to see her. Visitations were permitted only at certain times, and always with an escort. “What if someone else ends up marrying her?” Lud had told Gilgamesh. “My daughter must be above any slanderous charge. Now, now, I know you are an honorable man. But as Opis’s parents, we must take the proper precautions.”
Gilgamesh had been furious. She knew from the fire in his eyes. Yet he was a Hunter. He knew how to bide his time. Then Ramses said that Father had spoken again with Uruk’s father, thus making everything doubly difficult and uncertain.
She lifted a tunic out of the cold waters, beating it against the rock. If only Gilgamesh wasn’t so glory-mad, so keen about valor and deeds of honor. He could take up a trade then, a craft, and gain cattle or fields and pay her purchase price. Sometimes his ideas about glory, his Nimrod-fueled delusions, drove her to despair. Why had she fallen in love with such a dreamer?
Behind her, the reeds rustled. Two black birds exploded from cover, startling her. Then from the reeds a face emerged, one with lean cheeks and a flashing smile.
“Gilgamesh.”
“Shhh,” he said. “Or the others will hear you.”
She glanced right and left and then threw herself upon him, showering his face with kisses.
He returned her ardor, holding her tight, saying, “I can no longer meet on the sly, wondering if this is the last time we embrace. The thought of losing you to another drives me into a frenzy.”
“You’ll never lose me, my love.”
“Listen,” he said. “I’m to leave next week to go logging up north.”
“I heard,” she said, standing on her toes to kiss him again.
“Opis, please, you must listen.”
She blinked. He seemed grimmer than usual.
“In a week, I leave. But on the third night, I’ll return, here, to this very spot. You must meet me here as the moon rises.”
She hesitated. He was always filled with thoughts of daring, never considering what might happen if they failed. “I want to do as you say. But think of the risk. If my parents catch me slipping out of the house, they’ll know I mean to see you. Father already suspects such ploys and talks about going to Kush, to the elders, to have Nimrod restrain you.”
Anger flared in his eyes. “Nimrod once told me I must choose whom I serve. I adore being a Hunter, being a captain. But I refuse to let it stand in our way.”
She couldn’t believe that at last he saw reason.
“You’re trembling,” he said, lifting her chin. “Oh, Opis, this only reaffirms my decision. We’ll trek to Mount Ararat. There, Noah will marry us.”
Her gladness sank. Instead of reason, he planned new madness. “You mean marry against my father’s wishes?”
“I have my stone of jet, and I’ve traded many skins for copper bracelets and a gold ring, but that isn’t even half of what I need. Besides, Uruk will always outbid me no matter what I lay at your father’s feet, and your father will take from the highest bidder. You’re priceless, my love. What can I truly give you but my life for yours? So I’ll leave the Hunters and we’ll live—”
“Where will we live? We’ll be outlaws, castaways.”
“Don’t you want to marry me?” He sounded crestfallen.
“Oh, yes, yes, you know I do. But I also want to live here among my family. Must we take this awful step? I know how much it means to you to be a Hunter. I can’t ask you to give that up for me.”
“I want to give it up.”
“Now you say that, but what about three years from now, ten years? I don’t want you to learn to hate me.”
“I’ll always love you.”
“Oh, Gilgamesh, is there truly no other way?”
He brooded. She knew he hated altering his plans, his flights of fancy.
“It’s still a week before I leave,” he said. “If a miracle happens before then…”
She bowed her head. She had learned that, at times, if she disapproved but didn’t argue too hard, he might drop a plan. “I’ll do as you think wisest, Gilgamesh.”
Seriousness enveloped him. He nodded, and he looked up sharply.
The other girls no longer laughed.
“Opis?” shouted one. “Are you all right?”
“Call out,” he said.
“I’m fine,” Opis said, parting reeds, waving to the others as Gilgamesh ducked out of sight. He was uncanny when it came to sneaking around. Without moving any of the reeds, he disappeared into them while she returned to her laundry.
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Several days later, Semiramis strode out of the Barracks, glancing about. Clouds hid the morning sun and a chill breeze whistled through the practice yard, swirling dirt and making chickens run clucking to the hen house. She cocked her head, hearing harp strings.
Bundled in a bear-fur cloak, Semiramis hurried across the yard and to a stable. On its wind-sheltered side sat her brother, Minos, leaning against the mud-brick building. He shivered in his finery, his woolen tunic and long cape. Stray gusts tossed his dark curls and his ringed fingers plucked strings.
“Why aren’t you inside where it’s warm?” she asked.
Minos kicked his footrest, an overturned bucket, to her. She hesitated before sitting across from him. He played. She closed her eyes, the tension draining out of her. As he hummed, a smile crept on her face. She felt…free, like a gull soaring on his tunes.
He quit playing.
She opened her eyes, finding him studying her.
“You’re not happy,” he said. “You haven’t been for a long time.”
“Perhaps. But it’s better now that you’re here.”
He dipped his head as if that’s how it should be.
She laughed. “You’re so full of yourself when really you’re nothing but a handsome fool, a buffoon aping manliness.”
It was his turn to laugh. He had perfect teeth and a strong chin, and only a hint of shiftiness in his eyes, a touch of guile that warned the wise that something might be rotten in his core.
“Let’s go inside,” Semiramis said.
“I cannot.”
“Oh?”
“You called me a fool, and perhaps I am. Yet I’ve seen those wives in there watching me as I play. All their husbands are rough men with callused hands and harsh voices, used to ordering hounds or bellowing as they slay lions or wild dogs. Those pretties inside the Barracks all sigh at me when I play, batting their eyelashes. Soon, in sheer sympathy for their plight, I’ll sing to them and, as it surely must happen, I’ll lie with them afterward. Then those rough men will chase me with their hounds. That, Semiramis, is why I play out here.”
“You should be out hunting with the men,” she said. “You’re a Hunter now.”
“Thanks to you, my sister. Not even Nimrod, it seems, can resist your nagging tongue.” Minos plucked strings, concentrating, before he looked up and said, “I’d hunt, but today my leg aches.”
“You say that everyday.”
His eyes seemed to darken. “Oh, yes, that’s what I say. The reason is that every dawn before I wake, a nightmare in the guise of Beor haunts me. He roars foul threats, shaking his javelin as I run. Just as I’m about to dive behind a tree, he throws his dream dart, driving it through the meaty part of my thigh. Then I’m dragged aboard his chariot, where he pummels me until I awaken bathed in sweat.”
“Did he truly beat you?”
“‘A judicial beating,’ he called it, telling me that his fists were more merciful than a dagger.” Minos shuddered. “Is it any wonder that my leg aches each morning, prohibiting me from joining your illustrious husband?” Minos strummed the harp. “Although I must say that this is better than Japheth Land. There I had to sit on a rock in the wilds, prey to wolves and lions and the basest elements.”
“As you watched your flock, you sluggard?”
“A dirty task, I assure you, far beneath my abilities. Here it is more to my liking, for here I play for the most beautiful and exciting woman alive, my unhappy sister.”
“Despite the agony of your dreams, Minos, you cannot keep doing nothing. Nimrod demands that you learn a modicum of skills even if you’re only pretending to be a Hunter.”
“But I’m not a Hunter. I’m a poet in a barbaric age, caught between the two most savage warriors of this era, both of them wretched sons of Ham. One wounds me for life and the other wields a whip to lash me to tasks I deplore.”
“Perhaps you bear a scar, but you don’t limp.”
“A poet composes phrases for impact, dear sister, if not always for dreary reality.”
“You’re a poet, you say?”
He strummed the harp.
“Maybe a foolish poet’s heart can help me solve a riddle that none other has been able too.”
“Semiramis, not even I can give you Gilgamesh.”
She stared at her foppish but sometimes-clever brother. Several of his cousins, Thebes and Olympus among them, had also joined the Hunters. She had seen to it, as well, that her grandfather Javan had been well received in Babel. Although the truth was that Kush and the others were greedy for warm bodies, for anybody willing to work.
She said, “Reckless tongues have ways of being rooted out.”
“I thought that was for wagging tongues.”
“I’m giving you fair warning, Minos. Do not bait me in affairs of the heart.”
He set aside the harp. “Trapped as I am in this barbaric age, I’ve been thinking about your quandary.”
“Oh?”
“There might yet be a way for you to ensnare Gilgamesh.”
Her gaze bored into his.
“You’ve seen the amber necklace, I presume?”
“You know that I have,” she said.
“Isn’t Gilgamesh called the Ghost Stalker?”
Her gaze hardened, becoming more searching.
That seemed to turn his feature bland and indifferent. “Why not encourage Nimrod to send a team of Hunters into Japheth Land? Or more precisely, to Magog Village, where presently Beor Peg-Leg resides.”
She regarded him. They had always seemed to understand each other too well, as if they could read each other’s thoughts. “Send a band to Japheth Land with Thebes, Olympus and you to guide them, eh? And ambush Beor for his treachery. Murder him, in other words.”
“Self-defense isn’t murder. For you must understand that Beor plans to kill Nimrod and take you again for his own. As incredible as it seems, Beor still loves you. In fact, his unrequited love probably saved me from death.”
“And while you’re there to kill Beor,” she said, thinking aloud, “Gilgamesh slips into their home and spirits away the amber necklace for me, is that it?”
“More or less.”
She seemed to look inward. “I understand your motives and mine, but why would Gilgamesh do this?”
“That’s the easiest part of all. Because you’d pay him in silver and gold so he could buy Opis.”
Her look became serpentine.
“Dearest sister, you can’t believe that you’ll ever divorce Nimrod. He would throttle you even if he learned to hate your sight. No man but him may touch you, for otherwise his glory would be tarnished.”
“What are you saying?”
“That you must think long term. You must weave a web around Gilgamesh until he pants for you. Then you’ll have your life and your lover, and too, you’ll have the amber necklace.”
“What about you, brother, what will you have?”
“The tender satisfaction of seeing you happy.”
What her dear silly brother meant was that he’d dance on Beor’s warm corpse, no doubt, kicking and spitting on it.
“Is it not a clever scheme?” he asked.
Poor Minos lusted for vengeance that he dared not attempt by himself. “For a poet, it isn’t bad. I must think it through and find the flaws. Yet perhaps you’ve stumbled onto a workable plan. I applaud you.”
Minos bowed. “I accept your applause, for, as a poet, that is indeed what I most crave.”
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Gilgamesh stood in Semiramis’s bedroom, his face stony and his insides whirling. Semiramis sat with her back to him as she brushed her hair. It was shiny, long and lovely, and she studied herself in a round, bronze mirror. She spoke so easily of theft, of an exchange of gold and silver for the amber necklace. Theft. By him.
She set the mirror down and shifted on her stool, regarding him. “Don’t look so glum, Gilgamesh. I don’t want the necklace for myself or because Minos was wounded because of Hilda.”
The turmoil in his gut increased. Wisdom told him to back out now and never enter this lair of seduction again. He loved Opis, even if strange stirrings moved him whenever he stepped inside this room. Hadn’t Nimrod long ago told him to keep Semiramis company? “You’re the only one I trust alone with my wife,” Nimrod had told him years ago. Yet she had Minos now. He hated to admit that he thought of that time in the wilds when she had slipped a love draught into his drink, when her arms had wrapped around him and she had told him—He shook his head. That was the other reason why he wanted to flee to Noah: to escape this awful temptation before he succumbed to it.
“You don’t believe me, Gilgamesh?”
“What?” he asked.
“You shook your head when I said I don’t want the necklace for myself.”
He ran a hand across his brow. “I can’t help you gain vengeance on Beor.”
“Is that what you think this is?”
“Beor wounded your brother,” he said.
“Yes, and you wounded Beor once, firing an arrow into him. Does Beor have a right to hunt you?”
His forehead furrowed. Perhaps he owed Beor bloodguilt for that shot. Yet where would he get the means to pay for bloodguilt and also pay Lud?
Semiramis said, “Look what the necklace did to Hilda. It embroiled her in a terrible plight. It corrupted her into luring my brother and his friends into an ambush set by her father. I’m glad that Minos is here, of course. But I was once Hilda’s stepmother. I want to see her grow up into a good woman. That will never happen as long as the necklace is in her possession. It will continue to fire her vanity and lead her down a dark path. That is why you must remove the temptation. For that deadly risk, I’m willing to help you gain your true love. You do love Opis, don’t you?”
“Everyone knows I do.”
“Yet you don’t have the means to acquire her as a wife.” Semiramis smiled. “Gilgamesh, if I can’t help my best friend in his most trying hour, then what good am I to you?”
“I’d be a thief.”
“Don’t say that. You’d be helping Hilda and, by that, helping Beor. Don’t you owe Beor a debt?”
He blinked at her.
“You’re the quickest witted among the Hunters. Surely you see the truth of what I’m saying.”
“Yes,” he said. “It’s called self-delusion.”
She rose, smiling, swaying to him and draping her arms onto his shoulders. “I want to help Hilda. I want to help you. Bring me the necklace, and you will have Opis as your wife. Minos has already agreed to guide you. Thebes and Olympus will also help.”
He felt himself weakening, even though this was an evil plan. “What would I tell Nimrod?”
“I don’t care what you tell him. Tell him you want to apologize to Beor. The point is that there’s no one else I can turn to. Won’t you help me help Hilda and, at the same time, help yourself?”
He took her arms from his shoulders and stepped toward the door. He felt hot, and sweat seemed to leap onto his face. “Yes,” he heard himself say. “I’ll get you the necklace.” Then he stumbled out of the room and down the stairs, wondering if he would ever be able to escape this feeling of loathing.
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“Whatever you do, don’t tell Gilgamesh that you plan to kill Beor,” Semiramis told Minos the next day. They stood on the practice yard, Minos sending arrows into a hay-backed target. “Gilgamesh is too noble to stoop to assassination.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Minos said. “He’s willing to steal, why not judicial slaying? Besides, we can’t keep this secret from him. We’ll need his help to kill that monster.” Minos aimed. With a twang, released an arrow, which caromed off the target. “Beor isn’t like other men.”
“Nor are you an archer.”
Minos frowned at the bow. “It has a warp in it, I swear. It’s a cheap trinket.”
“You fool. I gave you one of Nimrod’s own, crafted by Put himself.”
“Put is overrated as a bow-maker. Either that or he cheated your husband.”
“If you’re wise, you’ll keep such opinions to yourself.”
Minos grunted, drawing out another arrow. “I know what you mean. These sons of Ham all think themselves master craftsmen, better able to build anything than anyone else.”
“That’s because they do build better. They’re all like Ham that way.”
“Nobility of thought is what I crave,” Minos said, aiming carefully, sending this arrow thudding into the target.
“Your high ideals are to your credit,” Semiramis said. “Just don’t tell Gilgamesh your plans concerning Beor or you’ll lose him and then I’ll lose the necklace. And for heaven’s sake, don’t tell him he’s stealing the necklace. He’s removing temptations from Hilda.”
“Hard-headed Gilgamesh believes that?” Minos asked.
“No man is hard-headed in matters of the heart.”
“I am.”
“Yes, and you’re not a man. You’re a spoiled brat with an angel’s face.”
“Please, I’m growing faint from you praises, sister. Mercifully heap no more upon me.”
“Was there anything else you wanted to ask?”
“Yes. What do we tell Nimrod? Why am I returning to Japheth Land?”
“Because you wish to visit some of your cousins and convince them to move to Babel,” Semiramis said. “He’ll believe that because his father lusts after every soul he can pack into the city.”
“Why is that?”
“Kush is secretive,” Semiramis said, “so I’m not sure. But I think it has something to do with the angel.”
Minos looked troubled. “Tell me truthfully, did Nimrod really see an angel?”
“Can you doubt it?”
“Sons of Ham aren’t fanciful enough to devise such a tale, I’ll grant you,” Minos said. “But what I don’t understand is why Jehovah would send an angel to Nimrod.”
“Because Nimrod is a man amongst men,” Semiramis said, “which is why we can’t tell Nimrod our plan. It wouldn’t fit with his ever-changing concept of nobility.”
Minos gave Semiramis a strange look before he drew another arrow and fitted it to the bowstring.
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All the Hunters and twenty other young men marched north along the Euphrates. They moved through a bleak plain as winter winds howled upon the pack train of donkeys and flanking hounds.
With his head bent against the wind, Gilgamesh led a string of plodding beasts. Enlil trudged beside him, listening as Gilgamesh unburdened himself concerning the amber necklace.
Enlil finally shook his head. “Your plan is flawed.”
“Normally, I’d agree,” Gilgamesh said. “The difference is what I bring to the task. I’m the Ghost Stalker.”
“Yes, in the fields during a hunt, but not in a house as a feat of thievery. A house, Gilgamesh, and then into a girl’s bedroom. And not just any girl’s bedroom, either, but Beor’s daughter. You’re mad if you attempt this.”
“The madness of it is my strength.”
“That’s irrational,” Enlil said. “If you stopped for a moment to listen to yourself, you’d realize the meanness of planning a theft has corrupted your thinking.”
Gilgamesh spun around. His eyes were bloodshot, his features haggard and drawn. In a torrent, words spilled out of him. “I can’t turn back now, Enlil. This is my last chance. My last hope. I must dare, be audacious, bold.”
“Boldness, yes,” said Enlil. “But the only reward for this sort of lunacy is an early death.”
Gilgamesh’s eyes seemed haunted. “Will you help me? I need someone I can trust.”
“If you asked me to ride a boat again and sail to Dilmun and there face the leviathan, I’d say yes. But to creep into a village as a thief…”
“I take no pride in this,” Gilgamesh said. He made a bony fist, staring at it. “I can slay Uruk, that’s an option, too. Yet he is a Hunter, a brother of the spear, even if I hate him. This theft, as you say, it stays my hand from a greater evil.”
Enlil put his palm on Gilgamesh’s shoulder. “Tell Nimrod what you’ve just told me. Your passion in this will sway him to your side. He will convince Uruk to step aside for you.”
Gilgamesh laughed bleakly. “And if Uruk shows like passion?”
Enlil shook his head. “Uruk knows nothing of that. He thinks only of crushing, of dominating, of subduing. What stirs in your heart, my friend, will win Nimrod to your side. Then Opis will soon lie in your arms.”
“No. I cannot risk it.”
“The risk you’re taking now is infinitely more deadly.”
“I know,” whispered Gilgamesh. “It’s my last hope.”
Through his nose, Enlil drew a sharp breath, turning away. Finally, he nodded. “I’m a fool for saying this. But I’ll help you. What else can I do in my brother’s hour of need?”
Gilgamesh gripped Enlil’s arm, before turning back into the wind, dragging his donkeys after him.
The journey north went apace. In a week, they reached the wooded hills, unpacked their axes. All over the forest, sounds of thudding blades, cracking timber and crashing trees rebounded and echoed. Nimrod was delighted with Minos’s idea to goad other sons of Japheth into migrating to Babel. That Gilgamesh wished to join them surprised him, until Gilgamesh said that some of Minos’s cousins lusted after cheetah pelts, of which he’d brought several to trade.
“I understand,” Nimrod said.
Uruk learned of this, and he told Nimrod that he, too, wished to spy out the Lands of Japheth.
“Both my captains going?” Nimrod said. “No. Besides, I don’t want to hear of the two of you quarreling and one of you knifing the other. Your desire to go seems unnatural except as a plague to Gilgamesh, and that I find deplorable.”
“I love the girl,” said Uruk. “Perhaps it unhinges my thinking.”
“Ah, Uruk, men misunderstand you. They see a brute, a warrior with a savage visage, and they think that love cannot beat in your breast. I know the folly of that. Yet I counsel you to win the game fairly. Let Gilgamesh acquire the goods, if he can, while you counter-offer. Anything else demeans the Hunters.”
Uruk backed out. Later, one-eyed Obed asked to go.
“Why?” Nimrod asked suspiciously, knowing that Obed was one of Uruk’s confidantes.
“Thebes says there’s this girl…” Obed went into a long-winded explanation. What made his story plausible was that, years ago, during the exile to Shinar, a she-wolf had mauled him. The wolf had slipped into a temporary camp and attacked him while sleeping. Small Obed had awful facial scars and an eye-patch because of that attack, and, in spots on his head, no hair grew, but ugly scars. Since then he had looked for a wife, but with no success. If Thebes now said there was one for him in Magog Village…
“Go,” Nimrod said. “Go with my blessing.”
Obed thanked him profusely, saying that Zimri would join him.
When Gilgamesh learned that Obed and Zimri planned to join, he considered the implications. He thought several nights long, twisting and turning, hardly able to sleep as prowling owls hooted in the pines. Finally, with his eyes red-rimmed and his cheeks gaunt, Gilgamesh confronted Minos on the top of a forested hill, with the thin tributary of the Euphrates far below.
“I’m not going,” Gilgamesh said.
“Scared, are you?” Minos asked.
Although they were the same size, Gilgamesh poked Minos in the chest, backing him against a fir. “The difference between you and me, Singer, is that I shot Beor in the shoulder and knocked him onto his arse, while you fled from him and got pitched onto your face.”
Minos tried to brush aside the jabbing finger.
Gilgamesh jabbed harder. “I’m not going.”
“Then you’ll lose Opis.”
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“Think about what you’re saying,” Minos said. “Semiramis offers you silver and gold, enough to outbid Uruk.”
Gilgamesh sneered. “You’re not going to Magog Village to tease your cousins to Babel. You mock our city even as you’ve run to it for safety.”
“Gilgamesh,” Minos said, his shifty eyes unable to look at the finger pinning him to the tree. “My mockery isn’t meant in truth. I but jest, perhaps too much, I’ll admit. I truly do go along to Magog Village to—”
Gilgamesh jabbed his finger several more times. “Why are you bringing Obed and Zimri?”
Minos spread his hands. “Why not?”
Gilgamesh grabbed Minos by his tunic. “No more games, Singer. I want the truth.”
Minos wouldn’t meet Gilgamesh’s stare. “The truth is that Thebes hates one of his cousins in Magog Village. The idea of ugly Obed playing court to her tickles his fancy.”
“Why do you go?”
Minos leered, at last looking up. “I’ve a cousin I miss, a very pretty and accommodating girl, if you know what I mean.”
Gilgamesh searched his face. Minos wasn’t brave, he knew that much. “You’d better be telling the truth.”
“I have no reason to lie to you.”
“Humph,” Gilgamesh said, letting go. “All right. I’m sorry I had to get rough. I thought…”
“You’re nervous. I understand. I’m sorry I said you’re scared. I know you’re not.”
“We’ll leave tomorrow.”
“That’s fine with me,” Minos said.
Together they started down the hill. Minos glanced at him once, staring at him with malice.
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Nestled at the bottom of a steep valley and beside a winding mountain river stood the famed village of Magog, second son of Japheth. Tall firs grew on the mountain slopes, with bare oak and ash rising like skeletons in the valley snow. A stout wooden wall surrounded the gabled houses, lean homes with high, peaked roofs, decorated with delicate woodcarvings: swirls, suns, stars and the outlined shapes of bears, wolves and vast-horned deer. Totems carved with marching men or scenes of the storm-tossed Ark or fabled giants stood before each house. The lanes were straight, narrow and clean, devoid of pigs, hounds or manure. The pigs rooted outside in the snow, hunting for acorns, watched over by boys with sharp sticks, while the dogs were leashed or kept in wooden kennels, obediently taught to only bark at strangers.
People wore warm woolen tunics or well-made leather jackets, with breeches sown with thread swirls and tiny silver bells. The men wore hoods, the women woolen scarves, and the children clattered about in wooden shoes. In small smithies, hammers rang on beaten bronze, while wood smoke rose from stone-made chimneys. Within the homes, women wove or carded wool or churned butter from an overabundance of milk.
The sons of Magog were skilled axe-men and had already become famed as cattlemen. They spoke of searching for horses and spreading east to a vast plain, there to drive chariots constructed in the old Antediluvian manner. Since his coming, Beor had taught them the finer points of bronze work, and they admired his courage and listened to his warnings of far-off Babel. Most of all, they delighted in the Scouts ridding their valley of wolves and snow leopards, and how the Scouts roamed farther a-field for deadlier beasts of prey. A few of Magog’s grandsons had joined the Scouts on those forays, the leader among them named Gog, a strong-limbed lad with blond hair down to his broad shoulders.
Hilda presently raced out of the house as a copper bell rang. She sprinted down a lane, laughing, joining others who ran with her to the center Village Square. Men and women formed a large, jostling circle. Hilda ran to her father, who stood apart with several Scouts, slender fellows leaning on spears. Beor seemed more like a son of Magog than he did a son of Canaan. He, like Magog’s sons, was barrel-built, wide, with a thick beard, rather than slender and beardless like the Scouts around him. Perhaps because of his peg leg, Beor had gained weight, becoming even more massive. He balanced easily on his peg leg, with his arms folded across his chest.
“Where’s Gog?” Hilda asked, standing on her tiptoes. “I don’t see Gog.”
Beor moved aside a nephew, making room for Hilda in the inner circle. The entire village circled the main square. It was a sandpit cordoned off with embedded logs. Magog stood in the pit. He was only a year younger than Kush, a big man with a red beard and with flashing blue eyes. On either side of him, there stood a man swathed in a cloak and barefooted, even though snow patches lay on the ground. The first man was taller, a generation older and the wrestling champion of the village. He had a mashed nose. The second man— “Gog,” breathed Hilda. She waved and shouted his name.
He looked up, grinned and waved back.
People caught the exchange. Most smiled and nodded, wondering how long until Gog, Magog’s favored grandson, married Beor’s daughter.
“This is a bout for supremacy,” Magog said. “To see who will represent us next year at Festival.”
“Oh, Father,” a worried Hilda asked, “do you think Gog has a chance? His opponent is such a brute.”
“There’s always a chance,” Beor said, “although I wouldn’t bet anything of value on him. For ten years the champion’s cunning and wicked strength has felled all comers.”
Worrying her lower lip between her teeth, Hilda watched the sandpit. The older, taller wrestler, with an ugly face like a lump of clay, doffed his cloak, exposing heavy muscles and a thick stomach. Old welts rose on his skin and his chest was hairy like a bear’s chest. Then Gog let his woolen cloak drop from his shoulders.
Hilda sucked in her breath.
Gog had thick muscles, but without the fat, and on his chest and upper arms were swirls in blue woad, matching his intense blue eyes. He saluted the champion, who pounded his chest with an oak-like fist, several of the gnarled fingers once broken and badly reset.
Magog stepped back, shouting “Let the match begin.”
A trumpet rang out, a blast of warning from the parapet. The watchman on the wall blew twice more. When everyone looked at him, he let the horn dangle from the cord around his neck, and he cupped his hands, shouting, “Strangers approach! There are seven men bearing spears. They wear the garments of Babel.”
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Old Magog sat on a stump in a clearing outside the village. He kneaded his bristling beard, with his hairy, red eyebrows thundering together. Behind him stood many of his sons and grandsons, with axes and daggers hastily thrust through their belts and with hoods thrown over their heads. Beor stood on Magog’s right, his eyes hard on Gilgamesh, who stood to Magog’s left. Scouts and Hunters stood behind them.
“I want no part of the quarrels of the sons of Ham,” Magog said at last. “And you, sons of Javan.” Magog shook his head. “What’s the purpose of your coming here? To bait Beor?”
“We have no ill will towards Beor,” Gilgamesh said. He touched the scar on his neck. “We hope he feels likewise. Once, out of the shadows in the Zagros Settlement, an arrow cut me from a man who wished me dead, likely a son of Canaan. But that’s in the past and forgotten,” Gilgamesh said, looking at Beor.
Beor shook his head. “I have no quarrel with Gilgamesh, even thought he’s a spawn of Nimrod, his right hand man, quick with a bow and with feet swift to shed blood. Gilgamesh’s methods, at least, are straight as an arrow to the shoulder.” Beor leveled a thick finger at Minos. “That one, however, that one is slippery like an eel, a snake in the grass, pretty-faced like a girl and black-hearted like a hyena. He tried to rape Hilda.”
“That’s a lie!” Minos shouted. “The girl—”
“Spear!” Beor roared.
A Scout stepped forward, handing a spear to Beor, who grasped it and cocked to heave it through Minos’s heart.
“Hold!” Magog said, standing, with his arms outstretched. His sons and grandsons snatched their weapons, ready to fall upon any that Magog indicated. “This is exactly what I mean. This is what I hate, and this is what I fear: The impulsive belligerence of the sons of Ham. They all seem like the Kush I knew as a lad, quick to anger and, as Beor said, swift to shed blood.”
“Patriarch Magog,” Gilgamesh said. “Your father Japheth judged the case against Minos, fining him and his cousins, and their former wealth going to Beor. By your laws the matter is now closed, and it is Beor who opens old wounds, not us.”
“Why did you come here?” Magog asked.
“I have cheetah pelts I wish to trade,” Gilgamesh said. “And there are among us those who have heard of the loveliness of the maidens of Magog Village. Thebes has visited here before and, as a fellow Hunter, wished to guide his brothers of the spear. Knowing, however, that Beor and his Scouts lived here, Olympus and Minos thought it prudent to stand with Thebes.”
“Brothers of the spear?” Magog asked.
Gilgamesh dipped his head. “Nimrod the Mighty Hunter gathers fellow hunters. Perhaps there are those among you who have maligned his name, but Nimrod believes that those who hunt and risk their lives together are brothers. Whether one is a son of Ham or Japheth or even Shem is not the issue.”
“Hmm,” Magog said. “What do you say to all this, Beor?”
Beor had lowered his spear and nodded as Gilgamesh spoke. “Nimrod’s right hand man, I said, and now you see why. He is glib-tongued and smooth. I cannot match him word for word. This, however, I’ll say. I know them. I don’t trust them. Even more I suspect Minos the Snake, no son of Japheth he, but a child of the Serpent.”
“Step forward, Minos,” Magog said.
Minos warily did, as he cast worried glances at the spear in Beor’s hand.
“You’ve heard Beor’s charge,” Magog said. “What is your answer?”
“I come in peace,” Minos said, his smile oily. He glanced again at the spear, and words failed him.
“Do you see?” Beor said with a snort. “In the light of day, his boasts shrivel.”
Minos shook his head, but he’d grown pale.
“Patriarch Magog,” Gilgamesh said, stepping beside Minos. “What man wouldn’t become nervous with famed Beor breathing death threats on him? Minos has paid his debt to Beor. We stand on your laws in that regard, and we’re certain that no foreigner, no matter how mighty, can shake or sway the righteousness of those laws.”
“You club me with your words,” Magog said. “It is you who are trying to force me to act this way or that.”
Gilgamesh bowed. “Patriarch Magog, Nimrod has a word for what you describe.”
“Oh?” Magog said.
“Duty.”
Magog scowled. “What impertinence is this?”
“A good man is duty-bound to stand by right,” Gilgamesh said. “The only way my words club you, as you say, is because you’re a man of honor and know that I speak rightly.”
Magog laughed, incredulous. “You’re a bold fellow, and you speak straight to the point.”
“May we stay in your village under your protection?” Gilgamesh asked.
Magog eyed Gilgamesh and then Minos and finally those behind them. He turned to Beor. “Will you attack them? Will you break the peace?”
Beor squinted. “If they stay well away from Hilda and speak no words to her and raise no threats against me, then I will avoid them as one does stepping into a steaming pile of cow manure.”
Several of Magog’s grandsons chuckled, although Magog continued to look grave. “This is a serious issue. I want no wars here, now or in the future.” He studied Gilgamesh. “Very well, straight arrow of Nimrod, you and your brothers of the spear are welcome in Magog Village.” He turned to his sons and grandsons. “Will any put up the Hunters?”
“We bear gifts,” Gilgamesh said.
A tall man named Scyth with flecks of gray in his beard raised his hand. “I’ll take them in. Thebes and Olympus are sons of my wife’s brother.”
“Then let there be peace in our village,” Magog said. “And whoever breaks the peace shall be bound and brought to my father Japheth for judging, even if it be my grandson Gog who breaks it. I have spoken.”
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Several days later, Hilda pouted at the table. She passed the peas and the platter of pork and poured water, never saying a word as the Scouts, Beor and the wives of the Scouts related tales of what the Hunters did that day.
“Why do they linger?” a Scout asked. “That’s what I don’t understand. Gilgamesh traded his cheetah pelts. Obed has failed in every endeavor to entice a girl and Minos and his crew have hunted the further fields. They’ve exhausted all they set out to do. Aaccording to them, Nimrod waits at the Euphrates for their return.”
“The reason is obvious,” Beor said. “They haven’t accomplished their mission.”
“You still believe that?” asked one of the wives. “That they came on a secret mission?”
“Why pick Magog Village?” Beor asked. He thumped his chest. “Because I’m here.”
“What’s their goal do you think?” a Scout asked.
Beor shrugged.
“Come now, Beor,” a different Scout said. “We all loathe Nimrod and his Hunters, but I think this time we may have misjudged their intent.”
“No,” Beor said. “They have come with ill will, and that is why Minos, Thebes and Olympus joined them.”
Hilda reached for the butter. Her elbow struck her wooden cup, spilling water so it poured onto her lap. She leapt up, crying in outrage, and she dashed to her room, slamming the door behind her as she fell crying onto her bed.
In a few minutes, she heard the clump-clump of her father’s peg leg and then a light rap at the door. She wiped her cheeks and sat up. “Come in.”
Beor squeezed through, pulled up a stool and sat near the bed. “I know these past few days cooped up inside have been hard on you.”
“Oh, Father, Gog said he’d escort me wherever I went. So you needn’t worry about me.”
“Gog is a strong lad and a keen wrestler. But with knife-work—”
“Is that why you think they came?” Hilda asked, wide-eyed. “To pull daggers on us?”
Beor frowned. “I don’t know why they came. All I know is that, in my bones, I feel uneasy whenever I spy Thebes or Olympus glancing at me. They look hungry, like wolves eyeing a deer. They plan mischief, those two, and Gilgamesh, for all his fine words, has no love for the sons of Canaan.”
“I’m so bored, though, and I hear that Lilly and Dawn ply Gog with attention, knowing the field is open now that I’ve been tied down here.”
“Remember what happened before. When I think of it…” He tightened his hold.
“Ow!” Hilda said, jerking her hand away. “Why do you squeeze so hard?”
“Forgive me, my darling.”
“Oh, Father,” Hilda said, patting him on the shoulder. “I understand your worry. But please let me go outside tomorrow. I can’t stand sitting here day after day with nothing to do.”
Beor smiled, although worry lined his gruff face.
“Please.”
“You must stay in a group or with several Scouts nearby.”
“I will.”
Beor sighed as he reluctantly nodded. “Now come and finish your meal. It’s getting cold.”
“Yes, Father,” Hilda said, jumping up. “And thank you.”
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Two days later, Minos and Gilgamesh crept through a small forest of birch trees several leagues from the village. They held bows with strung arrows, crunching through snow and looking for rabbits to put into their host’s stewpot.
“It’s taking too long,” Minos said. “People are becoming suspicious, wondering why we’re overstaying our welcome.”
“Don’t you think I know that?” Gilgamesh said. “I’ve been unable to attempt it before now. Until the girl came out, the house was guarded like a treasure trove.”
“She’s been out for two days,” Minos said.
Gilgamesh nodded, and he caught Minos glancing at him sidelong.
“You’re getting cold feet again, aren’t you?”
“I’m thinking about my honor, if you must know. Do I stain it for mere gain?”
“So that’s it,” Minos said. “You made such a fine speech our first day that now you don’t want to sully it. Well, that’s the wrong question to give yourself, if you ask me.”
“Why would I do that? You wilted because Beor glowered. You became like snow before a summer sun.”
“That will change,” Minos said, “believe me, it will.”
Gilgamesh lowered his bow. “You say that as if you’re planning…” He squinted at the brother of Semiramis, the brother of the woman who hated Beor above all men. “What are you planning?”
“Nothing.”
Gilgamesh shook his head. “I’ve been so wrapped up in my own worries that I’ve missed the signs. You’re up to something—you, Thebes and Olympus.”
“Nonsense.”
“What is it, Minos? Why did you really come to Magog Village?”
“To help you,” Minos said. “But if you’ve changed your mind again and lost heart…”
Gilgamesh shot him a warning scowl.
“Are you going to attempt it or not?” Minos asked.
Gilgamesh hesitated, and that old and, by now, familiar lurch in his gut told him that he dearly didn’t want to. But if he didn’t— “Tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll do it tomorrow. You and the others go hunting far a-field where the path leaves the valley, as we agreed before. I’ll meet you in the evening, and from there we’ll return to Nimrod.”
“With the necklace?” Minos asked.
Gilgamesh swallowed, and he nodded once, sharply, wondering why he felt so wretched and dirty.
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That evening in their host’s guestroom, Minos whispered to Thebes, “We lure Beor out tomorrow.” They sat on a bench, sharpening daggers, with the hypnotic whir of bronze on sandstone. A flame danced in a stone oil-dish.
“You’re certain cousin Scyth knows his part?” whispered Thebes.
Minos grinned. “They’re sick of Beor and his Scouts just like we were in Javan Village. He knows what to do.”
“Yes, but will he do it?”
Minos set aside his sandstone and dagger, and from a leather pouch dangling from his throat, he withdrew a glittering ruby, one found in the Zagros Region and traded two years ago for sheep. Semiramis had given it to him for the sole purpose of winning Beor’s death. “When I showed our cousin this, I swear the ruby-light blinded him to ought else.”
The door opened, and Thebes covered the ruby with his hand. “Put that away,” he said out of the side of his mouth.
“What are you two whispering about?” Gilgamesh asked, slipping off his cloak and shaking off snow.
“Nothing,” Minos said, as he slipped the ruby back into its pouch. “Just that it’s cold tonight. Don’t you agree?”
“I do,” Gilgamesh said, as he hung his cloak on a peg.
From the main room rang a bell.
“Suppertime,” Gilgamesh said. “Good. I’m famished for some rabbit stew.”
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The next morning, with his hands thrust in his pockets, Gilgamesh strolled through village lanes, nodding to people and pausing to pet leashed hounds. The first few days, these same hounds had barked and growled. But day by day, he’d slipped them pieces of meat and held out his hand for them to sniff. Some of the owners and he had talked many hours about good dogs and worthless dogs. Folk now joked that he got along better with hounds than he did with people.
Even though he smiled and remained outwardly calm, his stomach seethed. He’d hardly slept last night, and his eyes had become bloodshot.
Minos and the others had left. Enlil waited several leagues in the woods.
Gilgamesh knew his plan, had thought long and hard on it. Slipping in at night, with everyone in the house alert to strange sounds, seemed like the height of folly. Craft and guile dictated a direct approach. His stomach lurched and knotted and thoughts of his honor made his hands shake.
“Opis,” he whispered. “Think of Opis.”
He glanced around. An older matron stepped out of her house and shook a blanket. A man staggered down the lane with a barrel of beer perched on his shoulder. A dog gnawed on a bone.
Gilgamesh swallowed. Beor and his Scouts hunted today. Hilda stayed with the maidens, who were entertained by Gog and his friends at the wrestling pit. Gilgamesh sauntered near Beor’s house. It was a big, rectangular-shaped building, built on a foundation of stone and continued with dark-colored fir. It was like a fortress, heavy, solid and long, containing rooms for all the Scouts and their wives. It reminded him of Nimrod’s Barracks.
Gilgamesh knelt to check his sandal, slyly glancing right and left. He saw no one. That didn’t mean no one saw him. He drew a deep breath, rose and pivoted. In three steps, he opened the front door to Beor’s dwelling, stepping in and shutting the door behind him.
His heart pounded so he heard the throbs in his ears.
A long table filled the main room, a table decorated with slender, wooden vases, with colored rugs on the walls and many strewn on the wooden floor. He glanced about, studying the closed doors on the left side of the room and at the end. They had stone socket-hinges and each seemed to be latched. He yearned to call out, to see if anyone was in the other rooms. He had excuses ready if someone came in, but most of them sounded lame even to him. So he crossed the room in several swift steps, wincing as floorboards creaked.
He depressed the latch to Hilda’s bedroom, holding his breath, stepping in and shutting the door behind him. Dizziness threatened. He clenched his teeth and forced himself to study the room. A bed, a rug in the middle, an ivory figurine of an elephant that had to be a gift from Ham—guilt pounded now—a wooden chest, with a pair of sandals beside it. He lurched to the chest, knelt, opened it and moved aside articles of clothing and a dagger. He drew out a small box. He swallowed and lifted the box’s lid. His eyes widened, and he blinked repeatedly.
On black cloth lay the three beads of priceless amber, with a tiny fly embedded in the middle bead. His hands trembled as he picked it up and shoved the necklace into a soft deerskin pouch that he stuffed inside his tunic. He closed the box’s lid, put it back in the chest and moved to the door, putting his ear to it.
His heart raced, for he heard the main door bang open. A woman said something, something about it being in her…in her bedroom! He shrank against the wall where the door would hit if it were opened all the way. Footsteps pattered across the main room. Closer, closer, if he was found out… He wrapped his fingers around the bone hilt of his dagger. Could he stab a woman?
A different door opened and moments later banged shut. “I have it,” the woman said, obviously not Hilda.
Air slipped out of him. He sagged in relief. Footsteps sounded and then the main door opened and closed again.
Gilgamesh waited. He found himself drenched in sweat. Swallowing, forcing himself to move, he opened the bedroom door and walked across the main room. He hesitated at the outer door, then flung it open, stepped outside into the cool air and shut the door behind him. His shoulders tightened as he waited that half-second for someone to shout, to accuse him of thievery. Although he yearned to sprint, to run for the village gate, he strolled in as normal a gait as possible. His heart raced, sweat still oozed from him, and the amber necklace tucked in his tunic seemed to burn against his side. Unbelieving that he didn’t stagger and lurch and laugh aloud like a madman, he nodded to the man on guard and then sauntered through the gate.
I did it. I have the amber necklace.
He hurried through the fields, finally breaking into a jog for the woods in the distance. As he ran, he felt relief, vast, flooding and giddiness. That lasted about two leagues, for the amber necklace seemed to burn hotter and hotter against his side. His mouth turned dry as he realized that he was a thief. No, more than that, he had perjured himself. He had spoken fair words and then done violence to his words. He shook his head, telling himself that was nonsense. But by the time he reached the woods, the guilt of his theft overwhelmed him. He hung onto a small tree, with sweat stinging his eyes.
“I am thief,” he said. He hated the sound of it. He thought of the person who had stolen his fish-eyes. Loathing filled him. Oh, he wanted Opis, but he didn’t want to throw away his honor.
He wiped sweat out of his eyes, and he found himself walking back to Magog Village. He broke into a jog and then into a sprint. Air wheezed into his lungs. His side exploded with pain. He slowed to a walk and let the sweat dry on his face before he reentered the village. He waved, but the person on guard didn’t wave back, but seemed to watch him.
“Don’t panic,” he told himself. Remain calm. He approached Beor’s house. It was a little before noon. Hardly any time had passed since he’d stolen the necklace. Yet the house seemed sinisterly quiet. He wouldn’t go into the girl’s room. No. He couldn’t risk that. He’d just lay the necklace on the main table. Let them figure that out. He smiled, took a deep breath, hurried across the lane and opened the door.
Beor, standing by the head of the table, whirled around.
Gilgamesh stared stupidly at him.
“Come to rape my daughter?” Beor asked.
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“Ah, I see,” Beor said. “You saw me and came running to speak with me, so excited that you barged into my house unannounced and without knocking first.”
Gilgamesh swallowed.
“Well, come in then,” Beor said.
Gilgamesh licked his lips, hesitating.
A scream came from Hilda’s bedroom. A moment later, the door swung open. White-faced, Hilda blurted, “Daddy, my necklace is gone. It’s stolen.”
Gilgamesh went pale as Beor studied him. A grim smile stretched across Beor’s face. Gilgamesh tried to back out the door, but a man shoved him hard in the middle of his shoulders, sending him staggering near Beor.
“I’ve caught you red-handed,” the massive son of Canaan growled.
Gilgamesh whipped out his dagger—something hard and heavy struck the back of his head. He crumpled to the floor and his dagger went clattering. He crawled for it, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw motion, a boot. The boot struck him in the head, and Gilgamesh sank with a groan, everything turning black.
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“Do you see anyone?” Thebes asked, a burly youth with a thick red mustache hiding his lips. He had a fleshly face and crocodile-like green eyes, unblinking and cruel. Like the others on the steep slope, in this small hollow, he crouched behind a half-buried, mossy boulder. His deerskin garments blended with the pine trees and the needles lying everywhere. Below him, thirty yards down, ran a path, a dirt track, which Beor, they had learned, often used to negotiate to the next valley.
Minos glanced halfway up a tree at Obed, who balanced on a swaying branch. The Hunter had one hand on the trunk as he peered into the distance. Obed shook his grotesque head.
“Beor’s not coming,” Thebes said. “Your plan failed.”
Minos shifted uncomfortably. It was cold in the shadows of these tall firs, even though it was the middle of the afternoon. Beor should have shown by now. Minos chewed the inside of his cheek. Gilgamesh and Enlil should have joined them.
Beside him, Olympus blew into his cupped hands and stamped his feet, while Zimri, a lean man, sat cross-legged against a boulder, as he rubbed fat into a spare bowstring.
“You ruined our one chance,” Thebes said. “You failed.”
“Me?” Minos asked. “At least I had a plan.”
Thebes blew through his mustache. “What are you saying? I had a plan. My plan was to fall on Beor in the village at night. Stick him in the back and let him bleed to death.”
“That’s a stupid plan,” Minos said. “The reason no one agreed to it. One shout from Beor and everyone comes running.”
“Let them run,” Thebes said. “I told you that. I’d be gone by then, with a dagger planted in Beor’s kidney.”
“And if you didn’t stab his kidneys? If you missed and just cut blubber?”
Thebes sneered. “That’s the point, isn’t it? You make sure your first blow counts.”
“Which is a poor bet against Beor,” Minos said. “It’s like saying: Oh, just stroll next to a cave bear and stab him in the back. A plan like that only enrages, it doesn’t kill.”
“Why don’t you admit it?” Thebes said. “You lack the guts to place everything on one roll of fate. One thrust of the blade. Maybe that’s because your knees knock whenever Beor glances at you. You see him as your father, come to beat you for being bad. So you wet yourself.”
“That’s fine poetry from you,” Minos said. “You, who ran as hard as I did that day by the boulder. In fact, you ran even harder than I did, the reason it was I who took the javelin in my thigh and not you.”
Thebes’s unblinking eyes hardened as he slid his dagger out, rising from his crouch.
Minos scrambled to his feet, leveling his spear. “Don’t come any closer.”
Lean-limbed Zimri cleared his throat once and then twice. The cousins glanced at him. “Maybe you two never heard of Nimrod’s first rule of Hunters.”
“What is it?” Minos said.
“Patience,” Zimri said.
Thebes scowled. “Are you saying Beor’s coming?”
“No,” Zimri said.
Thebes laughed at Minos, before asking Zimri, “You don’t think Beor’s coming either, do you?”
“I don’t know,” Zimri said. “That’s what we’re waiting for.”
“So you think he is coming?” Minos asked.
Zimri stared at Minos. “I said I don’t know. That’s what we’re waiting for.”
At that moment, a rock rattled from farther up the mountainside. It struck boulders, bounced off trees and sailed past them to strike the path below.
Zimri strung his bow, his eyes narrowed as he scanned the tall pines upslope. Minos and Thebes whirled around, frozen in a crouch, also staring upslope.
“What caused that?” whispered Minos.
Thebes glanced at Zimri, who continued to watch and then told Minos, “Probably a squirrel or a fox. It’s nothing to get jittery about.”
Obed whistled, and when he had their attention, he motioned down the trail, before beginning to climb down the tree.
“Beor comes,” Minos said, with a nervous grin.
“Perfect,” said Olympus, picking up a bundle of flint-tipped javelins, positioning behind a boulder.
Minos strung a bow. “I told you he’d come,” he told Thebes, who crouched beside him. Thebes pointed with his chin at Zimri. The lean Hunter still watched upslope. “What do you see?” Minos whispered.
Zimri said nothing. He crouched motionlessly, like a preying mantis waiting for a fly to move.
“All the Hunters are a bit strange,” Thebes whispered to Minos. “They’ve made a cult out of this woodcraft.”
“Maybe,” whispered Minos. “Or maybe he knows something.”
“Don’t let him make you nervous,” Thebes said. “He’s just trying to show off, show us how patient he is.”
Obed slid beside them into the hollow, the small hideaway on the mountainside. He held a spear.
“Did you see Beor?” Minos whispered, letting his gaze slide off Obed’s ugly features.
“Bouncing in his chariot,” Obed said, his left eye open far too wide because of a scar and his lip pulled up in a permanent sneer that showed his teeth.
“Alone?” Minos asked.
“With a driver, a Scout,” Obed said.
“Someone’s up there,” Zimri hissed over his shoulder.
The four of them crouching behind the boulder over the trail glanced at Zimri, who crouched at the upper edge of the hollow, facing upslope. All they saw was trees. Tall firs pointed straight at the sky, even though they grew at a sharp angle on this steep, pine needle littered slope. Packed tight trees as far as the eye could rove. The top of the mountain wasn’t visible from here.
“People?” whispered Thebes. “Do you see people?”
“I sense them,” Zimri said. “They’re waiting.”
“You mean you don’t see anyone,” Thebes said. “Is that what you’re saying?”
Zimri didn’t answer. He kept focused upslope, watching, ready to shoot.
“Do you think Scyth gave us away?” Thebes asked Minos.
“Impossible,” Minos said. “He salivated every time I showed him the ruby. He’s crazy for it.”
“Here he comes,” Obed said, his hands tightening around his spear.
Thebes glanced over his shoulder at Zimri. “I don’t like this. Something is wrong. Zimri is right.”
Minos laughed. “Now it’s you who are getting nervous. Maybe you’re afraid Beor might hump up the slope with his peg leg and kill you.”
Thebes glared at his cousin.
“Get ready,” whispered Obed.
Minos peered past closely grown pines and down slope. He glimpsed a chariot. Through the many trees, he saw it; it disappeared, it showed up again past other trees. Beor and the Scout stood in the car. They moved at a slow pace. Then the Scout drew rein.
“What’s he doing?” Minos whispered, craning up to see better. “Why is he stopping?”
“Get down,” hissed Thebes, pulling him back behind the boulder.
“Ambush!” shouted Zimri. “It’s an ambush!” He rose and his bow twanged.
Minos whirled around as his bowels threatened to unloose. An arrow thudded into Zimri’s shoulder, spinning him, knocking him back, to trip, tumble and strike his head against a rock. Hidden men upslope yelled. They shouted abuse and sent whistling arrows.
“Ambush!” screamed Olympus. He jumped up and sprinted out of the hollow, staggering along the slope and parallel with the trail. Arrows whizzed past him. One sank into his leg. Olympus screamed, tumbling head over heels.
“This way,” Obed hissed, running bent-over and zigzagging the other way.
With terror clutching his belly, Minos ran after him. Arrows hissed and thudded into trees as his feet slipped and slued. He fell, and he scrambled on his hands and knees. Then he leaped up. In a burst of speed, Minos ran past a slipping Obed. He panted as tears poured down his cheeks. Time disappeared. There was just motion. There were trees, needles, slipping, falling and crashing full into a pine. He lay stunned. Mouths moved in front of him, but he heard nothing. Stinging slaps snapped his head, first one way and then another. Obed hauled him upright, and Minos now heard roaring.
“That way,” Obed seemed to say from far away.
Minos’s thighs burned and his lungs ached. After a time, he realized Thebes ran beside him, but not Olympus and not Zimri.
Later, he didn’t know how much later, they stopped. Sweat poured off him and he wheezed like a dying ancient.
“We lost them,” Obed said, who squatted against a tree.
Thebes grunted. He lay sprawled on the pine needles.
“We’ve got to keep moving,” Obed said. “They might track us.”
Minos’s thoughts reeled. He’d never be able to move again.
“Where are your weapons?” Obed asked.
Minos’s teeth rattled as someone shook him.
“I said, ‘Where are your weapons?’”
“He must have dropped them,” Thebes said.
Minos realized they were talking about him, talking to him. He flexed his hands. Empty. They were devoid of dagger, spear or bow. Then he groaned as they pulled him upright, and they continued to trek out of Magog’s wretched valley.
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The weeks passed. In Babel, the last of the pine rafts that floated down from the north were broken apart. Half of them were chopped into pieces, fired in clay domes and baked into charcoal. The rest were bartered for sheep, pigs, leather, beer, barley and such. The Hunters and the twenty young men who had joined them pitched in to strengthen the canals, dams and levees. Then the spring flood arrived, and the Euphrates rose dangerously fast.
No word had come from the seven, from Gilgamesh, Enlil, Zimri and Obed and from Minos, Thebes and Olympus.
“I’m sure there’s a simple explanation why they’ve been delayed,” Rahab told Opis. They had paused in Babel’s main thoroughfare, a long street that led to the wharves on one end and the beginning of the Tower on the other. Between the two extremes stood mud-brick houses, some of them one story and square, a few two stories and rectangular and many of them small huts. The huts held smithies, or were grain storage buildings or held leather goods. A few had been built extra thick for storing vegetables, beer and wine.
Small Opis had wound a rag on top of her pretty head and balanced a jar of river water. Rahab had taken several great-great grandchildren for a walk. They surrounded her, with the two youngest holding her hands.
“I’m worried,” admitted Opis. “I’m sick with the thought of Gilgamesh lying dead on some strange plain. Oh, Great Grandmother, I lie awake at nights wondering what could have happened to him.”
“Child,” Rahab said. “You mustn’t let your imagination run away with you. Nimrod isn’t worried. ‘What can happen to seven Hunters?’ he said.”
“What about a dragon?” Opis whispered.
“They’re all young men,” Rahab said. “All fleet of foot.”
“Yes,” Opis said, “but would they flee from a dragon or try to slay it and die trying?”
Rahab shook her head. “You’re upsetting yourself with these useless speculations. They’re seven skilled Hunters. I suspect they simply chopped down too many trees and the rising river caught them by surprise. Now they’re waiting for the Euphrates to quit raging, as it is will in several weeks, and then they’ll float to us in another armada of rafts.”
With the tall water jar on her head, balanced by her perfect posture and a small white hand on the left side of it, Opis asked, “What if they tried to ride the floodwaters and they all drowned?”
“Opis, that’s a terrible thought. My advice to you is to engage yourself with your chores and have patience. These speculations are fruitless, a waste of your time.”
“Yes, Great Grandmother.”
“And pray. That always helps me.”
Opis had to steady the water jar, for it seemed she tried to shake her head. Once she had the jar balanced again, she said, “I don’t like praying to the angel.”
Rahab glanced about and then lowered her voice, the two small girls holding her hands leaning forward with her. “If you want the truth, my dear, neither do I. But I didn’t mean for you to pray to him. Pray to Jehovah.”
A weak smile crept upon Opis’s lips. “Yes. Thank you, Great Grandmother. That’s good advice.” And with her perfect posture, small, dark-haired Opis hurried home.
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With the flood season in full swing, work on the Tower ceased as everyone labored to keep the canal system intact. The river kept rising: three feet from topping the bank, two feet and then one. Downstream from Babel, portions of the plain were submerged. Ten leagues upstream, the Euphrates ran riot, once again creating shallow seas and reed-fringed lagoons. Yet the levees, dams and canals in and around Babel held and controlled the local flooding.
Then a new disaster struck. Unsuspecting, unforeseen and forbidding, it rocked the city and plunged many into despair. As surprising as lightning falling from a cloudless sky, one, two, three homes fell victim to a new and strange disease. A man died, as did his wife and daughter. Panic threatened as some people said the city had been cursed. Jehovah surely disapproved of the Tower. No, said others. The angel is angered because work has halted on the Tower. We must appease him. Then a baby died.
In their fear, some of the people rushed to Kush. “You must pray for us,” they cried. “Sacrifice whatever you have to. Appease the angel. Just don’t let us die.”
Kush privately told Deborah, “I don’t think the angel did this.”
“Does that matter?” Deborah asked.
“Of course it matters,” Kush said. “Why would he curse us?”
“You’re missing the point. The people have rushed to you because you pray to the angel. You’re the spiritual leader of Babel. What’s more, you marshal the teams that repair the canals. If you can check this sickness by praying to the angel, then no one will ever be able to challenge your authority.”
“Didn’t you hear what I said?” Kush asked. “I don’t think the angel plagued us. So how I can a pray to him and have him lift something he didn’t do?”
Deborah explained it patiently. “It doesn’t matter if he plagued us. It matters what the people think. If you pray and the sickness leaves, they’ll attribute it to your priesthood. That’s providing, of course, you make a great enough show of it.”
Kush scowled. “The angel isn’t a fraud.”
“Of course not.”
“So it seems unwise to build the people’s trust with a lie.”
Deborah laughed. “Husband, is this angel really a messenger from Jehovah?”
He scowled.
“Pray to the angel,” she said. “Make a spectacle of piety.”
“And if the sickness doesn’t leave?”
“Then pray harder. Say that not all of us have abased ourselves properly. A good priest always has a ready answer.”
Kush deliberated with himself, and the next day, with Nimrod’s help, he rounded up cattle, sheep and pigs from the various families.
Meanwhile, Ham prowled the city’s shadowed lanes, pondering, thinking and then observing the stages of the sickness.
The man that had died, Seth, an older cousin of Opis, had simply complained one morning of a severe headache and had redness of the eyes. The following days he had inflammation of the tongue and pharynx, accompanied by sneezing, hoarseness and a cough. Soon thereafter, stomach cramps preceded vomiting, diarrhea and excessive thirst. Finally, delirium had caused him to rave. On the seventh day of the sickness, Seth had perished. His wife had died on the ninth day. Others who contracted the disease and survived the acute stages suffered from extreme weakness and continued diarrhea that yielded to no treatment. At the height of the fever, Ham noted, the body became covered with reddish spots, some of which ulcerated. It was a wretched, disgusting and bad-smelling sickness.
Ham also noticed a vast increase in the number of rats. The vermin stole stored wheat and barley and multiplied at an astonishing rate. He pondered the implications of that. With a cloth over his mouth, he opened the guestroom door of his house.
“Do you remember our initial plagues?” he asked his wife.
Rahab wore a headband and had her sleeves rolled up to her elbows. She soaked a cloth in a clay basin, squeezing it with her old, wrinkled fingers, using the cloth to bathe the sweaty, pimpled face of young Abel, a seven-year-old orphan, his parents already slaughtered by this dreadful spotted fever.
Even with the cloth over his mouth, Ham was afraid to enter where Rahab sat on a stool. He feared breathing the exhalation of the moaning, feverish lad. He feared contracting the dreaded sickness, and he marveled at his wife’s compassion.
“What are you talking about?” she asked.
“The fifth or seventh year after the Flood,” he said, his voice muffled by the cloth. “Remember when rats, mice and rabbits exploded onto our fields.”
“I remember,” she said, mopping the boy’s pained features, his eyes glazed as if he didn’t know where he was. He kept whispering for his dead mother.
“We have rats in Babel, and in the same numbers as back then,” Ham said.
Rahab paused, before taking the cloth and soaking it in the basin. “I have noticed an increase in vermin. Is it important?”
“Remember years ago. Oh, ten years before the Flood?” Ham asked. “It happened in Thule, they said.”
“Thule?”
“An island city in the Commorion Sea.”
Rahab sat up, glancing at him with a quizzical look. “Do you mean in the Antediluvian Age?”
He nodded. “Thule fell to a ravaging pox, with two thirds of the city slain, and that in a matter of months. When seafarers first landed on the deserted quays, they were amazed by the hordes of rats, teaming legions of them devouring everything in sight, grown so bold they had chased out the city cats.”
“Yes, so?” Rahab said.
“So the seafarers said the rats had carried the sickness that slaughtered Thule.”
Rahab frowned thoughtfully. “Then you don’t think this spotted fever is divine retribution?”
“How am I supposed to know that?” Ham put his hand on the latch, with his other hand still holding the cloth over his mouth. “But I do know what I’m going to do.”
Rahab was about to ask what that was, when the lad began coughing. So Ham shut the door and hurried outside to implement his plan.
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Lud, the father of Opis, contracted spotted fever. His wife and sons fled the house. Only Opis, on Rahab’s advice, dared reenter the dark room where Lud writhed in agony. She rushed to her father. Red spots dotted his sweat-drenched face as he coughed, his glazed, red-rimmed eyes shining with fever.
Opis bathed him with a wet rag and changed his sheets. She brought him tidbits of food and helped him drink much water. Day after day, she ministered to him. Then she joined Rahab and several others. They went from house to house, and to people’s astonishment, none of the women of mercy got sick.
At the same time, Kush and Nimrod sacrificed over a hundred animals: bulls, boars and rams. Kush prayed aloud, beating his breast in an imitation of zeal and piety. At times, people surrounded the altar. On one bright day, as the sun shone at noon and as the smoke of their sacrifice curled into the sky, Kush drew a sharp, silver dagger.
“Hear me, O Angel of the Sun! Save us. Save Babel that we might do your bidding.” Kush cut his chest. He slashed once, twice, three times, drawing lines of blood.
Cries of dismay and shock arose around him. Many shrank from the sight.
With his bloody dagger held skyward, Kush lifted his face and intoned, “O angel, accept the ichor of my veins, and turn your fierce anger from us.”
During these ceremonies and afterward, Ham and teams of great grandsons aged nine to fourteen wielded sticks and traps. Hundreds of rats fell to them. They carried the corpses far outside the city and buried them in pits. At night, Ham led them with torches, and bait brought out rats otherwise too cunning to kill.
At the count of a thousand, Ham said, “We’re winning. We’re getting the upper hand. Let’s not tire and quit, however, until victory is ours.”
Then, as suddenly as it had come, the spotted fever flickered out like a guttered candle. Kush accepted praise for defeating the menace. “The angel has heard us,” he said. “Now we must continue to do his will.”
“You mean the will of Jehovah, don’t you?” Rahab said.
“Of course,” Kush said, who spoke from beside the altar, to the crowd around him. “The angel merely acted as a messenger.”
A few people thought the spotted fever had been beaten because of the five women of mercy. “They met it frontally and slew it through their brave ministering to the sick,” Menes said.
Ham shook his head. They spoke in the Menes smithy, Ham working at the stone anvil. “I’ll tell you what stopped it. The lads and I slew over a thousand rats.”
“Rats?” Menes asked. “You mean all those carcasses you buried?”
“We averted the disaster of Thule,” Ham said.
“What?”
Ham told him the story, and Menes left later, half-convinced that perhaps his father knew what he was talking about.
Soon thereafter, the flooding slackened as the height of the Euphrates receded. People began to wonder again, what had happened to the seven Hunters. Meanwhile, work resumed on the Tower. Day followed day, and as spring heated up into summer, three forlorn men staggered into the city. Minos, Thebes and Obed had returned.
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In the Hunter’s Compound, Semiramis listened to Minos’s tale of woe. He stood waist deep in a latrine pit that an angry Nimrod had ordered him to dig.
Many weeks ago, the three of them had arrived at the deserted lumber camp in the north. There, they’d found binding ropes and enough logs for several rafts. Snow had already begun to melt, and Obed had counseled caution, suggesting they trek home afoot. Minos and Thebes had vetoed the idea, arguing they were in enough trouble. Bringing in these logs might help weaken Nimrod’s rage against them. So, after building a giant raft and pushing it into the swirling waters, they had raced down the Euphrates. Then the raft had smashed against rocks, breaking Obed and almost drowning Minos. Only Thebes’ swift action had saved them. They had waited for Obed’s bones to heal before resuming the trek home afoot, as first suggested.
“Is Gilgamesh dead?” Semiramis asked. Her skin looked shallow, with circles around her eyes.
Minos, who leaned on his shovel, shrugged. “I have no idea, although I dearly hope not.”
“Did Obed give him away?”
Minos seemed astonished. “How do you arrive at that idea?”
“Obed and Zimri run with Uruk. Uruk might wish Gilgamesh to fail. That seems simple enough.”
“Would they give Gilgamesh and themselves, too?” Minos peered past Semiramis. “Look who comes.”
Uruk, with his apelike arms, approached. He wore a hardened leather jerkin, boiled and waxed to armor-like toughness. He had a leather helmet studded with bronze knobs and a stone hammer belted at his waist. With his brutish features and massive thews, he presented the image of an Antediluvian warrior, a proto-giant in the making.
He dipped his helmeted head to Semiramis. “May I speak with you a moment, my lady?”
“I see nothing hindering you,” Semiramis said.
A pained smile creased Uruk’s features. “This is a private matter.”
Semiramis glanced at Minos, who seemed intrigued. “Why don’t we step over here,” she said, moving toward a small hut, a shrine where Nimrod kept Ham-carved figurines of the angel.
Uruk followed, glancing around, glaring at Minos until Minos bent his back and began to pitch dirt. Only then did Uruk face Semiramis. Grim seriousness added to his menace, the feeling that here, indeed, was a killer.
Semiramis stood straighter, trying to project an imperious quality. She smiled wryly as she noticed that Minos had immediately stopped shoveling as Uruk turned his back. Her brother sidled to the edge of his pit, straining to hear.
“We seldom talk, you and I,” Uruk said. “Perhaps you think ill of me.”
“Why should I think anything one way or another?”
Uruk’s seriousness seemed to grow. “You are friends with Gilgamesh. We all know that. As you may know, Gilgamesh and I sometimes disagree on certain matters.”
“On private matters mostly.”
“Yes,” said Uruk. “Private matters. As a Hunter, I admire Gilgamesh. He has many of the skills I lack. He is fleet of foot, swift in thought and fast, very fast with the lance and dagger. Your husband has wisely chosen Gilgamesh as one of his captains.”
“Along with you, Uruk,” Semiramis said. “You’re a warrior matchless in strength and dedication.”
“Thank you, my lady. Those are kind words. You should know by now, I hope, that Nimrod means more to me than life. He is the greatest among us, the Mighty Hunter. I’d follow him anywhere.”
“Ah, Uruk, my husband holds you in high esteem. Many times I’ve heard him say so.”
“I am overjoyed then, and almost complete.”
“Almost?” Semiramis asked, lifting one of her plucked eyebrows.
“I do not have Gilgamesh’s easy way with women. He is skilled at speech. I am not.”
Semiramis thought that an understatement. Uruk was a brute without need for speech, a savage with a bull’s disposition and strength, willing and able to take whatever he pleased..
Uruk said, “I grieve at the thought that Gilgamesh may have died at Beor’s hands.”
Semiramis stiffened. “That’s presumptuous of you to say. I find it in very bad taste.”
“There,” said Uruk. “That’s what I mean. I have upset you, and that was not my wish. No, Semiramis, I want you to think well of me.”
“What does it matter what I think?”
“I want no enemies,” Uruk said. “No enemies who love Nimrod as much as I do. That is why I wish to show…” He scowled. “I must say something presumptuous. But I ask that you not be offended by it.”
“I find this entire conversation bordering on the upsetting.”
Uruk nodded solemnly. “I am afflicted with a monstrous appearance, one that women find repulsive. So I will get to the point and leave you in peace. Semiramis, because you grieve for your good friend Gilgamesh, I wish to give you a present.”
“A present because he might be dead?” Semiramis asked, revolted at the idea.
“No,” Uruk said, “a present in token of a fellow captain. Gilgamesh was to acquire something for you. It seems he failed. So I will stand in his stead and offer you this.” Uruk lifted a small, leopard-skin pouch.
Semiramis hesitated, not wishing to touch Uruk’s big hand. Then she stepped nearer and snatched the pouch. She found her stomach knotting. She didn’t want to untie the sinews. Yet curiosity stirred. She pulled the string and rolled three lustrous white stones onto her palm.
“They are sea-gems,” Uruk said.
Wonder filled her. “They’re beautiful.” Then the wonder turned to amazement. “These are fish-eyes,” she said, staring at Uruk, “fish-eyes from Dilmun, the Blessed Land.”
“That is so.”
“You stole them from Gilgamesh.”
If it was possible, Uruk became even graver. “Stole is a harsh word, Semiramis. What I know is that they’re yours, in token of the amber beads.”
Semiramis drew herself to her full height. She was a tall woman, taller than many men were, although not as tall as Uruk. He seemed like a brute, a killer and a warrior of massive might. Yet behind that bony ridge under which his small eyes glowed rested a cunning mind. He spoke from design, with double meaning behind his words. With a chill, Semiramis realized that the ugly, massive man before her was dangerous. That he plotted deeply. That, as an enemy, he might prove formidable.
“I cannot accept these,” she said.
“I beg you to. For only your beauty can do them justice.”
She studied the three fish-eyes, perhaps the most costly gems in the world. Uruk gave these not to gain her love. No. Her slender fingers curled around them.
“They are very beautiful,” said Uruk.
“Would they not better serve you in other matters?”
With a grunt, Uruk knelt on one knee, catching Semiramis by surprise. She glanced at a watching Minos. He seemed as bewildered as she did.
“Semiramis,” rumbled Uruk. “I beg you to accept the gems as a token of friendship between us.”
She eyed him, calculating swiftly. “Friendship flows both ways, does it not?”
“I ask nothing in return,” Uruk said.
“Can I not help you in some small matter?”
Uruk seemed puzzled. “Perhaps…” He shook his head. “No. It is a private matter, a trifle.”
She opened her hand. The sea-gems were beautiful, three drops of moonbeams. That Gilgamesh had won them by diving into leviathan-infested waters only increased their luster. She felt desire for them, and envisioned a string of them circling her brow.
“Perhaps I could speak to Nimrod, my husband, on your behalf. Perhaps I could counsel him to rescind an order of his concerning you and this trifling matter.”
Uruk seemed to choose his words with care. “I am in love, Semiramis, deeply in love.”
“I’ve heard. Her name is Opis, I believe.”
“I ache at not being able to fulfill this love,” Uruk said.
Her fingers curled around the fish-eyes. “Perhaps now, things will begin to change for you.”
“Do you think so?” Uruk asked. “Any who aided me in this endeavor I would cherish like a sister. My undying gratitude would be theirs.”
The knot in Semiramis’s stomach refused to unravel. By Minos’s account, Beor had surely killed Gilgamesh. She clenched her fingers into a fist. Wicked, wicked Beor. Someday…oh, she yearned for his death. It would take a mighty warrior to slay Beor. She eyed Uruk.
“I don’t understand why you need my encouragement,” she said.
“Failure in this matter is inconceivable. By all and every means, I plot for success.”
She nodded. He was formidable indeed. “Then success, my friend, is what you shall have.”
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Word that Beor’s Scouts and perhaps sons of Magog had waylaid the Hunters caused anger, grief and controversy in Babel. Canaan and Zidon suggested they didn’t know all the facts. They pointed out that Minos had no love for Beor and might have invented some of the tale.
“Four Hunters didn’t return,” Nimrod said. “That is no invention. That is the first fact. The second fact, just as incontrovertible, is that they were foully ambushed.”
The sons of Canaan, only recently arrived, grew sullen and talked among themselves of the mistake of moving to Babel. Perhaps they should return to the Zagros Settlement. So Kush called an elder’s meeting, with Ham as patriarch and Nimrod as chief of the Hunters attending. During the meeting, they decided to send a delegation to Magog Village, to inquire into the facts. Ham, Zidon and several grandsons of Menes were appointed.
Nimrod rose from his chair, with a leopard cloak drawn over his shoulders. “This is a poor decision. Four Hunters have been slain.”
“You don’t know that,” Menes said. “Gilgamesh and Enlil never showed up, Obed said. As for Olympus and Zimri, all we know is they took arrows to their legs.”
“Do you hear what you’re saying?” Nimrod asked in outrage. “They were ambushed, shot at and stuck with arrows.”
“As Beor was once ambushed and shot at,” Canaan said, “and also stuck with an arrow.”
Nimrod began to pace. “This is incredible. In peace, my Hunters went to Magog Village. In trust, they journeyed among the sons of Japheth. Their reward for such was death.”
Kush rose. “The delegation will leave in a week. We must find out exactly what occurred. What we must not do is let this disaster threaten the unity of Babel.”
“War has been thrust upon us,” Nimrod said. “I now fear for the safety of the delegation.”
“Nonsense,” Ham said. “You’re overreacting. I admit that I have little love for Japheth, but I don’t believe that his sons have become murderers.”
Nimrod grumbled further, but the meeting was at an end.
Three days later, a Shemite delegation arrived at Babel. Assur, son of Shem, led it. He was a dark-bearded man with a grave and dignified manner. He bore a scroll from Magog, sealed with wax and given to Ham. In it, as Ham and Rahab read, Magog admitted that he feared for his safety to come to Babel or to let any of his sons or grandsons come and explain what had happened. Thus, he had begged Assur to act as an intermediary. Assur now explained to Ham and Rahab the brunt of Magog’s reasoning, why he had allowed Minos and the others to be taken in ambush.
“This is unbelievable,” Rahab said, when Assur had finished. “Gilgamesh tried to steal the amber necklace.”
“I told them I wouldn’t take the message unless I could speak alone with Gilgamesh,” Assur said. “He admitted taking the necklace, but that he had been returning it. Why else had he barged into Beor’s house with the necklace already in his possession, if not to return it?”
“Did you believe him?” Rahab asked.
“I did,” Assur said.
“What about Enlil?” Rahab asked.
“He hid in the forest as an accomplice,” Assur said. “But it was the testimony of Scyth, a grandson of Magog, who condemned the Hunters. He said that Minos came to him, offering a ruby if he would lure Beor into the forest.”
“Scyth said this of his own free will?” Ham asked.
Assur shook his head. “After they captured Gilgamesh and Enlil, Beor said they should question those who had spent the most time with the Hunters, to see what other mischief they planned. Scyth had been with them the most, and he was questioned the hardest, until he broke down and admitted the truth. That’s when Beor convinced them to ambush the Hunters. Gilgamesh said he knew nothing of this plot.”
“Did you believe Gilgamesh?” Ham asked.
Assur shrugged, shaking his grave face. “It’s hard to know what to believe.”
“But you didn’t think he was lying?” Ham asked.
“It’s hard to say,” Assur said.
Ham glanced at Rahab. She reached out, touching Assur on the wrist. “You did well in coming here,” she said. “We thank you.”
“Strife must be averted,” Assur said. “As it is, Magog fears retribution, while Beor breathes threats of open conflict.”
“They hold three Hunters as slaves,” Ham said.
“Slaves?” Assur said. “I’m certain they didn’t use that term. In fact, I believe Magog would be distressed to have it expressed so.” Assur glanced from Ham to Rahab. “We all understand the implications of that term.”
“Do we all?” Ham asked. “Then let me say it again—slaves. For the Hunters, you say, wear wooden yokes, imprisoning their necks and wrists, and they sleep at night in cages. If they didn’t say slaves, those in Magog Village still treat them as such, and that is what matters. My question is, how does making slaves of my great grandsons avert conflict?”
“I do not believe their condition is permanent,” Assur said. “Beor and Magog merely punish the wrongdoers. They make them work to pay back for the harm they have done the community.”
“How long does Beor plan to keep them?” Ham asked.
“Until Nimrod purchases their freedom,” Assur said. “Beor is open to negotiation, he said, but, on one point, he is inflexible. First, his wife Semiramis must be returned to him.”
Ham shook his head. “That is as good as declaring war against the Hunters.”
“By Beor’s account of how he lost his wife,” Assur said, “it seems like a reasonable request.”
“Reasonable or not,” Ham said. “It is a point on which no one will yield.”
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For two days, Kush wore his finest garments, long, red robes and a square leather hat with a ruby in the front center. Arm-in-arm, he showed Assur the sights of Babel: the canals, the fields, the river, boats and myriad of fish, fowl and eggs taken from the reed-filled lagoons. He showed Assur the walls, the stout homes, some of them two stories tall, the clean lanes and the beginning base for the Tower of Babel. He showed him the smithies, the items of bronze, daggers, arrowheads, shovels and plows. He showed him beer in the making, the baking of bricks, the vast stores of barley, wheat and sesame seeds. From Ham’s chariot, he showed Assur Hunters bringing down a bull elephant. He showed him Lud’s pottery, leather tanning and the creating of parchment. Kush showed Assur the plenty and industriousness of Babel, the budding of civilization, that Earth’s greatest and best hope lay in all the children of Noah banding together and lifting humanity into a golden age of prosperity here in this city.
Assur, in his plain white robe, his long, dusty beard, drank in the sights. He seemed to marvel, and said many times, “I had no idea it was like this. Cousin, this is amazing.”
Throughout the sights, the days of good eating and the evenings sipping date palm wine, Kush assured Assur of his peaceful intentions. They sat in candlelight one night in whicker chairs on the roof, studying the stars and sipping from golden chalices. Deborah rocked in her rocker, needling woolen threads.
“Youthful vigor is good,” Kush said. “You saw the Hunters.”
“They are very brave,” Assur said. “I thought the charging elephant would trample some of them.”
“Yes,” Kush said. “They are skilled men, those Hunters. Brave, as you say. Sometimes, too—and this is very sad—they are impetuous. Take this terrible situation with Beor.” Kush shook his head. “I will not tolerate such things if what Magog says is true.”
“How can you doubt it?” Assur asked. “I attest to its truth, otherwise I would not have come.”
“I do not doubt you,” Kush said. He shook his head. “The subject is difficult for me, so I find it hard to express myself properly. What I hope is that, during Festival, we hammer out these differences.”
“Do you think it will be that easy?” Assur asked.
Kush looked stern and thoughtful, setting his chalice down, rubbing his wooly, white beard. “If Olympus hadn’t died, perhaps, for now blood has been shed, and Jehovah has said that blood must be paid for with blood.”
Assur sipped date palm wine. “Olympus was a son of Japheth, not a son of Ham. One might think then that Olympus’s death is something for Japheth to avenge.”
Deborah halted her measured rocking. “If you would permit a woman’s observation.”
“Please,” Assur said.
“Olympus was a grandson of Javan, thus of the tribe of Japheth,” Deborah said. “Yet he was also a citizen of Babel. For my husband has declared that everyone of the city shall be treated equally.”
Kush nodded. “I am duty-bound to see justice done for Olympus.”
Assur studied his chalice. “Perhaps justice has already been done.”
Deborah and Kush traded glances.
“Er, yes,” Kush said. “That is how it might appear on the surface. I, however, prefer to wait until Festival. There, all the sons of Noah, working in unison, can arrive at a just decision.”
“We’ve learned from our experiences at Babel that unity is all-important,” Deborah said.
Assur seemed thoughtful, as if he would add to that, but he didn’t. Soon, they spoke on other things.
A few days later, Assur and his delegation readied to depart. He praised Kush, as nominal head of Babel, for openly declaring that he yearned to solve this dilemma peacefully. Assur assured him that such he would report to Magog, to Japheth and finally to Noah.
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Nimrod seethed. Hunters of his had been ambushed, had been beaten in forest combat and had been out-thought, out-fought and out-wood-crafted. He took Minos, Thebes and Obed far out into the wilds and railed at their stupidity, at their cowardice during battle. In a row, the three wayfarers stood, heads hung low, not daring to meet the Mighty Hunter’s gaze. Nimrod tongue-lashed them. Ambushed! Fallen upon unawares as if they were deer or oxen. How many wild dogs, he asked, ambushed lions? They were not like lions. That was painfully obvious. They understood nothing about hunting, about stalking, about slaying foes.
“You are worthless,” Nimrod said. He drew a gnarled vine staff from his belt, a baton of office. Each of his captains bore one. “Obed. You, I once trusted, and you once performed great deeds, so I shall absolve you from punishment—this time. Minos, for Semiramis’ sake I hesitate to beat you as you deserve, and I know that in reality you are a rat and never to be compared to a lion or even to a wild dog. Dogs at least bare their fangs when kicked. You couldn’t even hold onto your weapons. Thebes, you have the makings of a Hunter and perhaps you can yet learn how to be a lion. Therefore, you will withstand the worst of my spleen. If you dare, I bid you to draw your dagger and defend yourself.”
Thebes looked up, confused, until Nimrod advanced toward him. Thebes backed away, with his hand on the hilt of his dagger.
“Kill me if you can,” Nimrod said.
Thebes looked to Minos. Minos licked his lips and moved to Nimrod’s left. Cobra-quick Nimrod struck, the vine baton catching Minos on the side of the head, dropping him with the crack of wood on bone. Obed backpedaled and then went to one knee, taking himself out of the fight. Thebes snarled and drew his dagger, the razor-sharp bronze glinting in the sunlight. The baton lashed again, hitting Thebes’ hand so the dagger dropped to the sand. Then Nimrod beat Thebes, until Thebes lay unconscious beside his dagger.
Sweat slicked Nimrod’s face. He breathed heavily. He bid Obed to step near. Warily, Obed did, his grotesque features twisted with worry. “That one,” Nimrod said, toeing Minos, “will never be a Hunter. But this one.” Nimrod pointed at Thebes. “He never cried out in pain. For him, there is hope. Stay with them. Help them back to Babel, and tell me later if Thebes still desires to remain in the Hunters.”
Thebes did so desire, as did Minos. And for Semiramis’s sake, Nimrod took them both.
The next day, Nimrod sat with Ham in his workroom. He asked the patriarch about rats and spotted fever and nodded judicially regarding the theory of Thule. Then, bit by bit, Nimrod asked about giants, Nephilim heroes and battles. He got Ham talking about Ymir and how the Nephilim had used the Choosers of the Slain to build a kingdom. Nimrod listened for hours, absorbed, wanting every detail about battles.
It finally dawned on Ham that Nimrod seemed too keen. “Battles are a terrible curse,” Ham said. “Men die hideously.”
“You speak of a curse,” Nimrod said. “I wonder if you mean Noah’s curse, the one implemented in Magog Village?”
Ham grew silent.
“My men are yoked like animals and forced to labor for others,” Nimrod said. “Doesn’t that sound like slavery?”
Reluctantly, Ham nodded.
Nimrod soon bid farewell and sought out Kush at the Tower site. Anon the Architect directed youths placing baked bricks into the vast base. With his plum-line and level, Anon studied each stack of bricks, insuring perfection. Kush, with slime on his fingers, helped mortar a section. Upon seeing Nimrod, Kush excused himself, wiping his hands, unable to scrub-off all the tarry slime. It was impacted under his fingernails, and black stains dotted his woolens.
“A messy business,” Kush said.
“So is this affair with Magog,” Nimrod said.
Kush scowled. “I wonder sometimes what might have happened if Beor had died by the dragon as I’d planned.”
Nimrod stiffened. He wore his lion-skin cloak and a tooled leather belt, with the vine baton thrust through it. The leather straps of his sandals clad his muscular calves, and his handsome features, the blaze of his eyes, the angle of his chin, gave him a lion-like quality: imperious, bold and deadly. His father Kush was heavier, with bigger hands, but coiled strength, litheness of movement and sinuous grace made Nimrod the Dragon-Slayer seem indeed like a warrior-born.
“Without Beor you would have missed this opportunity,” Nimrod said.
Kush, who rubbed at a particularly stubborn stain on the meaty part of his palm, looked up in surprise. “Is that a joke?”
“We’ve often wondered about Noah’s curse, yes?”
Kush’s nostrils, flat and rather wide compared to most men’s, flared, heightening his image of an ox.
“We’ve been told many times,” Nimrod said, “that Jehovah moves in slow steps, taking long years before bringing down His wrath. Now, because of Beor, we see that slavery of the sons of Ham—not just the sons of Canaan—will occur in our lifetime. Perhaps even to you and me.”
“Your Hunters brought this upon themselves,” Kush said. “If you attempt to kill a man, you do it. You don’t fail. They failed, and now they reap their reward.”
Nimrod shook his head. “You haven’t considered the full implications. Hamites have become slaves of Japhethites. The reasons don’t matter. Noah’s curse has happened, or the first step has. Others see that, if we can’t or if we refuse to. Soon they’ll consider it a matter of course. ‘Yes,’ they’ll say, ‘Noah has cursed them. This is just. They’re slaves.’ Soon, as it surely must—for they are men just like us—some of them will say, ‘Work is tiresome. Let us capture more slaves to do our work for us. They are, after all, Hamites, natural slaves, cursed so by Noah.’”
Kush’s dark eyes gleamed as he stroked his bushy, white beard.
“You told Assur that the sons of Noah will decide our fate,” Nimrod said, watching his father. “Japheth will sit in judgment of us. Perhaps so will Gomer.”
“I will not be goaded,” growled Kush. “Not by you, not by anyone.”
Nimrod laughed. “Fair Babel, home to the angel. What is your design, Father? To draw the others here, to rebuild civilization to staggering heights, to carve a name for ourselves, a glorious name to shine throughout eternity.” Nimrod shook his head, laughing again. “The men of Babel are slaves to the sons of Japheth. We are timid and meek, trembling at the curse of Noah. Are we truly the ones who will rebuild civilization?”
“Nor will I be goaded into moving too soon,” Kush said.
“Then you will be too late.”
Kush’s features hardened.
“Did Black Mane allow me the leisure of a perfect instant to move?” Nimrod asked. “Did the leviathan pause before he ate Anu? There is a moment, Father, when to wait is to die, to accept defeat. Instead, at that moment, one must strike before he is struck, at least if he desires victory.”
“What do you suggest?” Kush said with a sneer.
Nimrod lifted a fist. “I will not be a slave. I will not cow before the curse of Noah. To this end, I have raised the Hunters, a band of warriors who will not submit to infamy.”
“Is that so? Yet they have been defeated by Beor’s Scouts.”
An ugly smile matched Nimrod’s fiery eyes. “A skirmish is not a battle. A single loss doesn’t decide a war.” He leaned nearer, twisting his head, spitting at the ground. “I give that for the curse of Noah. Listen to me, Father, as I lay my curse. I will make them slaves. They will cower before us.”
“Boasts aren’t deeds,” growled Kush.
“That’s what I’ve been saying. You’ve told me for years that we will not bow to evil, that the sons of Ham will not accept the yoke of slavery from anyone. We will be free, you said. We will impose our will on the others. Father, as a Hunter, a man of the chase, I tell you that this is the moment to strike. We must march to Festival armed and trained for battle. We must surprise them, striking down any who opposes us.”
“But I told Assur—”
“Do you think Japheth and Gomer will believe that you’ll meekly accept a peaceful solution? They always think the worst of a man, these Japhethites who hide clubs along a trail. They cheat, thinking nothing of using deception. But this time you don’t just risk yourself. You risk Babel and our dream of civilization. What kind of name will we forge if we go as fools to the slaughter?”
A haunted look entered Kush’s eyes.
“They’ve made slaves of Hamites,” Nimrod said. “Their appetite has been whetted, a dangerous thing indeed. For you must remember the old saying: Eating builds appetite. How long until they march here to make us slaves?”
“You’re overreacting,” Kush said.
Nimrod laughed. “One doesn’t make a name through hesitation. Father, you must think of Babel. You must awe the Japhethites through our boldness, our hardness of resolve. Bend them to your will. Do not be bent by theirs and the wretched, unfair curse of Noah.”
Slowly, Kush nodded. “Perhaps you are right. I must think on this.”
“Don’t think too long. Otherwise we cannot train in time for battle.”
“Battle?”
“We must march to Festival as if for war,” Nimrod said. “For lions aren’t slain by wishes, only by courage and skillfully wielded spears.”
Turning away, scowling, with his head bowed in thought, Kush absently wiped his hands and moved with slow steps back to the Tower.
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The summer sun ripened the fields as water gurgled through the canals. Kush brooded over the enslavement of Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri. He prayed more and sought the angel’s aid. Deborah, meanwhile, spoke quietly with Miriam, Canaan’s wife. In turn, Miriam talked to Canaan, swaying him to the view that perhaps Noah’s curse had caused this slavery.
“Our son, Beor, stands in the middle of this,” Canaan said. “So it cannot be the curse.”
“That isn’t what Deborah says, and who among us is more knowledgeable about the ways of Noah?” Miriam asked. “When Deborah was a child, Noah used to spend hours alone with her.”
Canaan grew silent, and during the next few days, people heard him in the fields arguing heatedly with Zidon.
As the days melded one into the other, people talked about this outrage, some beginning to gesture with anger, speaking ill of Magog and Beor the Traitor. Nimrod trained his Hunters, and from the altar, Kush spoke to the people, stirring them to thoughts of justice, of righting wrongs, of making certain that the hated institution of slavery was demolished at its inception.
Late one evening in his rock room, Deborah told Kush, “If you lead them in battle, your authority will be immeasurably strengthened.”
“What about Nimrod?” Kush asked. “He seems thirsty for the blood of men.”
“He once ate the dragon heart,” Deborah said. “So let him be a dragon to your enemies. Let him be your War-Chief. Let the people see you talking with him, nodding sagely at his advice. But on no account can you let Nimrod head the attack.”
Kush picked a red stone off the shelf, hefting it. “When I think about marching against Noah, my stomach churns. For surely, Noah will be at Festival this year.”
“You don’t march against Noah. You march against those who turn citizens of Babel into slaves.”
Kush studied the red stone. “My courage wilts whenever I think of meeting Noah across a battlefield. Who can defeat the Patriarch of Man?”
“Even though you know that sooner or later you must face him?” Deborah asked.
Kush clutched the rock, his eyes haunted.
“You must pluck up your courage, husband. You must realize the gift you’ve been given in Nimrod and his Hunters. Nimrod is strong and skilled in the chase. Everyone knows it, and they will be encouraged in his company. Like our fields, Nimrod has ripened. Consider. His leadership in the chase will now turn into generalship on the battlefield. The Mighty Hunter of the forest will soon be the mighty soldier in the plain. He subdued the savage beast and will soon conquer his fellow man. Your task, my husband, is to harness Nimrod’s ability and make it work for you.”
“This is a terrible risk,” Kush said.
“Don’t you know that people whisper that you fear the curse too much? Do you think that if you fail to march now that, in time, Nimrod might not usurp you? Simply by exciting the people to revenge, he could gain supreme power.”
Kush’s features turned stern. He put away the red stone. From that day on, he turned Babel into an armed camp, persuading his brothers to march to Festival as for war.
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Rahab scooped barley grains out of a sack and onto a clay sheet, setting the sheet over the hot hearth and then covering the sheet. These barley grains came from a field that had ripened earlier than the rest, which, in a week or two, would be harvested. She heated these grains, parching them to prevent germination. Once parched, these grains lasted for years if stored in sealed jars and kept dry. Thus, unlike fleshy plants like melons, cucumbers or mushrooms or leafy plants like cabbage, lettuce, spinach or onions, the cereals like wheat or barley maintained their value year after year after year. Some families had built extra huts, storing more and more grain. So prevalent and long lasting was grain that it had become a medium of exchange. So many sacks of barley, became a standard value for such varied items as daggers, cows, beer and jewelry, practically anything really. And with stored grain acting as a medium of exchange, the more one possessed, the richer one became. Huts filled with grain jars equaled easily gauged wealth.
Rahab sighed. Wealth, hadn’t Assur said that Nimrod could gain the captives’ release through the exchange of goods?
She tied the barley sack. Thoughtfully, she headed to the workshop down the hall. Through the closed door she heard humming and the tap-tap-tap of a chisel. She knocked.
The humming quit, as did the chiseling. The door opened. Lines crisscrossed her husband’s forehead, showing that it had been furrowed in concentration.
“Can I show you something?” she asked.
The hint of perplexity vanished. “Lead on,” Ham said.
She brought him to the hearth. “What do you smell?”
He sniffed, studied her a moment and said, “Roasting barley.”
“What do you hear?”
He cocked his head and then shook it.
“Do you hear screams?” she asked.
“You know that I don’t.”
She beckoned and he followed her outside, onto a dusty lane where children laughed and ran, kicking a rag ball, with a small dog barking, leaping at their side.
“Imagine a lion among them,” Rahab said. “Imagine it leaping onto the smallest. What would you hear?”
“Screams,” Ham said, “the crunching of bones.”
“What would you see?”
He squinted at her.
“What is more precious than shed blood?” she asked.
Ham scratched his leathery cheek, watching the shouting, laughing children.
“Sacks of grain don’t scream, don’t bleed and never suffer. With only a few of them, we can regain Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri.”
“First, Semiramis must divorce Nimrod and then return to Beor,” Ham said.
“Beor won’t be able to make that stick with Noah, Japheth and Shem at Festival.”
“Perhaps not,” Ham admitted.
“Grain versus blood, my husband. With which do we really want to buy back our young men?”
Ham pursed his lips, studying the children, his forehead furrowed once again.
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Ham decided Rahab was right, and he quietly sounded out his sons. Put wanted nothing to do with secret negotiations. Menes said he’d have to think about it.
The next day Ham sat at Menes’s writing board, with a parchment before him.
“Who can we trust to take the letter?” Ham asked.
Menes beckoned Ramses, a muscular youth, with broad shoulders and narrow hips.
“By chariot?” Ham asked.
“Too conspicuous,” Menes said. “At Kush’s orders the Hunters guard the main routes. Ramses will have to sneak away by foot.”
“How many men will you take?” Ham asked Ramses.
“He’ll go alone,” answered Menes.
“No,” Ham said. “Too risky. What if a wild animal attacks? Two men are stronger than one, three are even better.”
“Don’t worry about me,” Ramses said. “I often trek alone.”
“That’s brave,” Ham said, “but foolhardy.”
Ramses looked away. Menes spoke urgently, convincingly, saying that secrecy in this was all-important. Kush and the others had become strangely intense on the issue of war. The only way to stop them was to outmaneuver them.
Ham picked up an ostrich quill and dipped the sharpened tip into ink. Soon the only talk was the scratching of his pen.
After Ham departed, Ramses stared hard at his grandfather. “I wish you hadn’t used me like this. I feel soiled.”
“He trusts you,” Menes said.
“That’s what I mean.” Ramses left, leaving the scroll on the writing table.
Menes sighed wearily, putting the letter in a wooden carrying case. Then he left the house.
The next day, Ham was invited to the Hunter’s Compound, supposedly to see a new invention. Waiting for him in the yard was Nimrod, Uruk and Thebes. They seemed grim, although Nimrod said he was glad he came.
“Is that it?” Ham asked, noticing a cloth hanging over an item almost as high as his chest.
“Indeed,” Nimrod said.
They moved to it and Nimrod whipped off the cloth, revealing a wooden post with a square, hinged stock punctured by three holes. Nimrod opened the stock, splitting the three holes. “I’ll give you a demonstration.”
Uruk and Thebes grabbed Ham, making him bellow as they dragged him around, forcing his neck and wrists into the holes. Nimrod slammed the top half of the stock down and locked the latch.
Trapped, his back immediately aching because of the unnatural bent-forward stance, Ham shouted, “What’s the meaning of his?”
“The meaning?” growled Kush, striding out of the nearby shrine to the angel, where he must have been hiding. He thrust a rolled-up scroll under Ham’s nose. “This is the meaning.”
Ham’s heart sank. They must have caught Ramses. “The boy acted under my orders,” he said.
Nimrod laughed. “You fool. Ramses never took the message.”
“What?”
Kush scowled at Nimrod, shaking his head. “Ramses doesn’t matter. What does is your writing the letter, your willingness to warn our enemies of our plans.”
Finally, Ham understood. Menes had set him up. This was all an elaborate scheme by his sons. He fell into brooding silence.
“This isn’t a game,” lectured Kush. “This is a new day. Old things are passed away. Think about that and consider how best you can aid your children rather than betraying them.”
Ham wanted to roar, rave and gnash his teeth. Instead, he plotted: promising himself that next time he made a move, it would be with all the cunning at his disposal. One thing immediately became clear. For them to drop their guard, he’d have to allow himself to be won over slowly. He had to let them persuade him over the days. Later, when the time was right, he would act.
Unfortunately, both he and they miscalculated. It was the second night in the stocks. He was cold and squirmed because his bowels gurgled. He shouted, until Nimrod strolled out the nearby shrine.
“I have to use the outhouse,” Ham said.
Nimrod regarded him coldly.
“Did you hear me?” Ham said, squirming worse than before.
“You must be quiet, Grandfather. I’m trying to pray to the angel.”
“Let me out, you ingrate! Bring me to the outhouse.”
“Wait until morning,” Nimrod said. “It’s dark and you might try to escape.”
“Boy!” roared Ham.
Nimrod walked away.
“Come back.”
For another hour, Ham squirmed, until in the moonlight sweat glistened on his face. He groaned. He ground his teeth. Then, as he hissed with rage, he befouled himself.
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With steep, picturesque mountains as background, rugged mountains studded with pines and with the sun shining hot in the sky, Gilgamesh shuffled barefoot through a valley wheat field. The chains attached to the chaffing copper bands around his bony ankles clinked. His back ached as he swung a hoe, chopping weeds for his captors. His hair was matted and his beard wild, and ribs showed on his sweaty, dirty skin. For weeks he’d labored, earning his bread and board, as Beor had said. At night, they kept him in a cage, yoked like an ox so he couldn’t chew through the bindings with his teeth and make his escape.
Weary, he dropped the hoe and straightened, easing his sore back and eyeing the nearest woods. If he could escape into them and remove his chains, no one could catch him. Unfortunately, between him and freedom there stood two Scouts with bows. They chatted idly, with a water jug at their feet. Farther along his row worked Zimri, his hoe rising and falling, thudding into the soil. They seldom talked. Gilgamesh was still furious with them for trying to ambush Beor, for linking him to their abominable plan. He felt that Magog might have forced Beor to let him go by now if it hadn’t been for the failed ambush, the attempt to slay Beor. Gilgamesh wiped his brow. Enlil was gone because, several days ago, Beor had taken him to a meeting with Japheth and his sons.
“Keep working,” the senior Scout shouted, a grandson of Canaan named Yorba.
The second Scout perked up, seeming to look past Gilgamesh. He touched Yorba on the elbow and pointed.
Gilgamesh turned, and his eyebrows rose. Hilda, wearing her knee-length dress, bearing a spear, strolled with Gog. The handsome young man was beefy around the shoulders, with heavy arms and two prized bronze wristbands that gleamed like the sun. The bands proclaimed him the wrestling champion of Magog Village, and the boy must have constantly polished the wristbands the way they shone. Gog had a thick neck and open features, and long blond hair. Give him a few years, and he would certainly turn massive, perhaps fat. Now he was in the bloom of youth.
Gog and Hilda held hands, Gog studying Gilgamesh carefully. Hilda seemed concerned, with her blonde hair tied in a ponytail.
Zimri straightened, letting his hoe swing to his side. Zimri wore clean woolens and had a trimmed beard, although sweat bathed his face. His wounds bothered him. But he had talked, and now received better treatment than Gilgamesh did.
Silently, as he had done everything since his capture, Gilgamesh watched as the couple picked their way through the wheat field. They had been promised to each other. The wedding was to take place after Festival, after the “Babel problem” had been dealt with. From the few snatches of conversation that Gilgamesh had overheard, the sons of Magog were worried about Nimrod’s reaction to the Hunters held in captivity.
Gilgamesh watched the couple approach, again noticed them holding hands. He thought constantly about Opis and Uruk and that he wasn’t there to press his suit. His stomach roiled, and he was sick with the knowledge that as soon as he was free, he’d become a murderer. If Uruk had married Opis, Uruk must die, would die. On that, Gilgamesh had vowed every night.
Yorba, the taller of the two Scouts, a square-headed man with premature silver hair, hurried near, his bowstring half-drawn and his barbed arrow an instant from being aimed at his heart.
“Go away,” Yorba told Hilda. “Your father will drive my head through a tree if I let you stay.”
Hilda stopped. So did Gog. He peered at Gilgamesh frankly. “She’s in no danger. I’ll protect her.”
Yorba laughed. “Do you think a Hunter wrestles a bear or a champion of Magog Village? It is with cunning he’ll strike, not with grappling holds.”
Gog released Hilda’s hand. He stood half a head taller than Gilgamesh and surely weighed fifty pounds more. Slab-like muscles bulged under his tunic.
“Hilda says he is honorable,” Gog said. “Would an honorable man try to brain me with a hoe?”
“Stand back,” Yorba warned, aiming the barbed arrowhead at Gilgamesh.
Gog addressed Gilgamesh. “They say you are a champion among the Hunters. Perhaps you’d like to wrestle me.”
Gilgamesh looked into Gog’s eyes.
“I’m heavier than you,” admitted Gog. “Yet I’ve beaten men heavier than myself. Do you think you can pin me?”
“Don’t let him goad you,” Yorba said.
“Goad me?” Gog asked. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“He’s a Hunter,” Yorba said. “He’s one of Nimrod’s captains. He’s clever, they say, cunning.”
Gog ran a thick hand through his hair. “Against strength and skill, cunning goes only so far.”
Gilgamesh glanced at the hoe lying in the dirt.
Gog noticed, and he nodded to Hilda. “He shot your father with an arrow and now would use a hoe against me, against a man offering to wrestle him. I call that a lack of honor.”
Gilgamesh snorted.
“How can you disagree?” Gog asked.
“Go away,” Yorba said. “Leave. He’s only goading you. He’s not going to wrestle you.”
“Why not?” Gog asked. “He’s a captain, isn’t he? He’s one of their premier warriors. My offer is genuine. I don’t know anyone else who will give him the same opportunity.”
Hilda spoke. “I’ve thought about the day Gilgamesh shot my father. I’ve wondered sometimes if he did that to save my father’s life.”
Yorba laughed. It seemed he laughed often. “He did it to save Nimrod’s life. Beor would have finished the Mighty Hunter but for Gilgamesh.”
“Is that true?” Hilda asked.
Gilgamesh blinked. The girl was pretty and vulnerable, he realized. The wary look in her eyes told him that. He stared at his feet. He never should have stolen from her. He understood finally that Semiramis had sent him out of spite. Semiramis hated Beor, and she hated Beor’s daughter.
“Why won’t you talk?” Hilda asked. “Why won’t you ever answer us?”
“He’s proud,” Yorba said. “All the Hunters are. His capture has demeaned him.”
Gilgamesh shook his head, even as he continued staring at his feet.
“Oh?” Yorba said.
Gilgamesh lifted his eyes. Hilda seemed fragile, even though she carried a spear.
“Why do you hate us so?” she asked.
Gilgamesh couldn’t understand what pulled the words out of his mouth. “I don’t hate you. And the reason I don’t talk is shame, shame for stealing from you and shame at doing Semiramis’s bidding.”
“Eh?” Yorba asked, stepping nearer. “Semiramis ordered you to do this?”
Gilgamesh closed his mouth.
“Only men of honor feel shame,” Gog said. “So if he feels shame, perhaps he is yet honorable.”
“No,” Yorba said.
“Why do you say that?” Gog asked.
Yorba scowled. “We’re not here to debate. Gilgamesh must work. So you must leave.”
Gog glanced at Hilda. She nodded. They turned to go.
Gilgamesh bent to pick up the hoe.
Yorba, lowering his bow, stepped from behind and pushed Gilgamesh, tripping him, causing him to sprawl and, with a crackle, to crush wheat.
“What are you doing?” shouted Gog. “That was a foul act. You must treat him with respect. In Magog Village, we even treat cattle better than that.”
“He was going to strike you,” Yorba said. “Now go, leave. The slave must finish his work.”
Gilgamesh’s stomach tightened, as did his fingers around the hoe’s haft.
“That’s right,” snarled Yorba. “Pick up the hoe and charge. Then I’ll drill you like you deserve.”
“No!” Gog said. “Do that, and you’ll have to answer to me.”
Yorba stepped back from Gilgamesh. He regarded Gog. “He broke your grandfather’s peace. He is treacherous, dangerous. I’m merely doing my duty, guarding against more of his underhanded schemes.”
“He is brave, whatever else he is,” Gog said. “Brave men must be given respect.”
They stared at one another, the proud archer and the open-faced wrestler. Yorba at last dipped his head. “As you wish.”
Gog glanced at Gilgamesh. Then he took Hilda’s hand and left.
Gilgamesh picked up the hoe.
Yorba half drew his bow. “They say Gog is noble. I call him a fool because he doesn’t understand those tainted by Nimrod.” Yorba bared his teeth. “You must understand me. Do anything wrong and this time I won’t miss. Right through the middle of your neck instead of grazing it on the side.”
Gilgamesh’s eyes became half-lidded. So, Yorba had been the one to try to assassinate him back in the Zagros Settlement, that day by the well. He nodded. “I’m an easier target this time, more in keeping with your skills.”
The second Scout walked near, while Yorba no longer grinned. His square, silver-rimmed face was a study in hatred.
“I promise not to move,” Gilgamesh said. “Or should I step closer? Perhaps the skilled Yorba would like to place his arrowhead against my neck. Then you might not miss.”
With his eyes narrowed, Yorba turned to the other Scout, motioning with his head. The man picked up a dirt clod, wet, webbed with weedy roots. Underhand, the second Scout pitched the clod up in a high arc. Yorba spread his feet and drew the bowstring to his cheek. He tracked the clod, waiting. The string twanged.
Gilgamesh watched the arrow’s flight. It struck the clod, disintegrating it. Then the arrow sped on, hissing into the earth a hundred paces distant.
“I spoke as a fool,” Gilgamesh said, impressed. The man was skilled.
“You are a fool,” Yorba said. “Someday, I shall kill you.” He smiled sourly. “But not today. So back to work—slave.”
Gilgamesh took a deep breath, lifting the hoe, turning and chopping his thousandth weed.
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As Europa shook her head, a profound sense of deja-vu settled upon her. Once, she had stood like a bulwark for her brothers and sisters—in Antediluvian times. They had been scattered after her father had lost his castle and had lost his kingdom to brigands, to Nephilim marauders. One by one, she had redeemed her brothers and sisters from slavery or won them husbands and wives, providing them the means to restore what had been lost.
Now, this night, after almost ten decades since leaving the Ark, she stood against cowardice, against craven capitulation to the sons of Ham, to the offspring of a peasant girl. Only this time it wasn’t brothers and sisters she saved, but her very own children.
Gomer, Magog and Tubal huddled together on one side of a brazier. The three were thick men bundled in furs and leather and with heavy beards, clan heads. They met in a spacious hall, with the rafters swathed in shadows, with cold winds howling outside. On the other side of the brazier whispered Madai, Meshech and Tiras, also clan heads, also thick-limbed men with blue or green eyes. Tiras was their spokesman, and he had said that trouble with the sons of Ham must be averted. They wanted Beor to leave Magog Village, leave Japheth Land altogether, and to take his hatreds, as they called it, elsewhere. They predicted that otherwise Beor would bring Japheth Land nothing but continuing trouble.
Japheth frowned at the flames, standing, stroking his blond beard. He was lean and tall, and he was the patriarch of this land, not at all heavy like his sons.
“No,” Europa said. She sat in a throne-like chair, closest to the brazier, wearing fur gloves and heavy garments. Her cheeks were rosy from the cold, her hair hidden under a hood. Despite her age, she had retained her beauty and the imperious cast to her noble features. In Japheth Land, the clan heads met together and debated ideas. Along with the patriarch, they made laws or issued joint edicts. This night, she had decided to sit with them, to make sure they benefited from her long experiences in such matters.
There were precedents in her family for such a thing. Her mother had whispered the stories to her as a child, and her grandmother, a formidable lady, had witnessed the greatest of those events. Far back in Antediluvian times, when her father was still a child, their kingdom’s army had been on the verge of defeat, on the point of collapse. On the battlefield, the women had thrust forward as they bared their bosoms, pleading with the men to fight on to the last, to die heroes rather than see their wives and children made into slaves. The men, who cherished their wives, who, unlike many Antediluvians, had believed that an element of holiness and gifts of prophecy resided in their women, depended on their advice and goodwill. The men had rallied and driven the enemy back.
“Don’t you realize that in you flows the blood of kings?” Europa asked.
The six clan heads had heard these stories many times, had been weaned on them. They listened. Tiras, however, scowled, while Gomer’s eyes shone.
“Not only kings,” she said, “but the blood of heroes, of sage captains of war. Before my father’s time, the best young men ranked themselves into The Hundred, the chosen formation. They fought in a wedge, giving ground if needed and returning to the attack to win. Shrewd tactics guided them. But even if the battle were uncertain, they always retrieved the bodies of the fallen and brought them home. To throw away one’s shield was the height of disgrace. More than one warrior who had done so and returned home ended his shame by hanging himself.
“Even before my father’s time, the kingdom was known, was marked by men with hardy bodies, well-knit limbs, fierce countenances and unusual mental vigor—just like you sons of Japheth are today. Back then, they appointed men to lead them, and they obeyed such men. They knew how to keep rank, and they recognized opportunities when they came. Oh, my sons, they understood that fortune was fickle, that valor alone was supreme.
“What did Noah say? What did Noah predict for you, my sons? ‘May Jehovah enlarge Japheth, and let him dwell in the tents of Shem, and let Canaan be his servant.’”
Japheth stirred, stroking his beard, the twin vertical lines between his eyes sinking deep in thought.
“We know what dwell in the tents of Shem means,” Europa said. “To have fellowship with those of Shem, to be friendly with them. We are friends, and I counsel us to continue. Wasn’t it I who urged you to send Assur to Babel?”
“Yes, Mother,” Tiras said.
“Enlarge is easily enough explained,” she said. “To possess wide lands, to rule mighty kingdoms. I have always known that was your destiny. But I have come to realize something else. A person cannot rest on his accomplishments or on his abilities. It is like the proverbial rabbit that knows he’s fast and yet loses the race to the tortoise. The sons of Ham feel themselves cursed, and thus they struggle hard against it. They have accomplished much because of their struggles. Yet you, my sons, although I am loath to tell you this, have rested too much on Noah’s prophecy. You must win these kingdoms through courage, through action.
“And how are you to win them?” Europa asked. “I think the last part of Noah’s prophecy says it easily enough: Let Canaan be his servant.”
Europa swept her hood back, the better to study her sons. “Who is the greatest of Canaan’s sons? Beor is. Beor is a mighty warrior, the one who holds grandsons of Ham captive. With Beor stand other sons of Canaan, the Scouts. Now is the time to band together with them and use these servants to help you overcome the Hamites.”
“But mother,” Tiras said. “You just told us that you urged us to send Assur to Babel. He returned with news that they accepted what has happened. That they will come to Festival and bargain for their men.”
“You believe that?” she asked. “Fie on you, Tiras. I didn’t think I had raised such a simpleton.”
“That’s my point,” Tiras said. “I don’t believe it. Beor has provoked them. Those of Babel will be enraged and demand satisfaction against us.”
“What of you?” Europa asked. “Aren’t you enraged that Hamites came to Japheth Land as thieves and murderers?”
“Against one of their own,” Tiras said, “against Beor, not against us.”
“Beor is Magog’s guest. Protecting one’s guests is a holy duty.”
“Yes, I understand that,” Tiras said. “But—”
Japheth shook his head, and Tiras fell silent.
Europa said, “You speak of the Hamites as if you fear their wrath. Yet who leads them? Kush the Ox, they call him. What is an ox? It is a slow and stupid beast.”
“And strong and tireless,” Madai added.
“Yes,” Europa said, “but also guided by a nose-ring. Lead by the nose, in other words.”
Madai shook his head. “The strength of oxen is harnessed through yoke and pole to heavy wagons. By their strength, they drag vast loads. Kush may drag all of Babel upon us, and then what?”
Europa became silent. “These are not the words of a king, Madai.”
“A king must be wise, as you’ve told us many times,” Madai said. “Surely it isn’t wise to give the Hamites a pretext to fight.”
“They don’t fight,” Japheth said. “Assur told us of their good intentions.”
“And you trust that?” Europa asked. “You trust Ham?”
Japheth pursed his lips. “You spoke before about enlarge, in terms of Noah’s prophecy. I don’t believe enlarge means kingdoms. I think it means open-minded, to explore the worlds of thought to vistas of mental acumen. And if that is so, then your entire line of argument is… It fades.”
Europa looked stricken. She was surprised Japheth would undercut her before the boys.
Tiras cleared his throat. “Father, mother, Noah’s prophecy is interesting, to be sure. Yet we have come together to decide what to do about Beor. Should he be allowed to keep the Hamites as slaves?”
“They aren’t slaves,” growled Magog.
Tiras held up his hand. “I retract the term. We’ve been arguing all night about it, and I don’t want to start that again. Whatever we call it, should we allow Beor to do as he sees fit while among us?”
“We’re three to three on the issue,” Magog said.
“Father,” Tiras said. “You must break the tie. You have quizzed Enlil and you have heard Beor’s explanation and our views. Which way do you now chose?”
Europa tried to signal her husband, but he studiously kept from looking at her.
“For now,” Japheth said, “I vote with Gomer and the others. Let Beor keep his captives until Festival, until Noah and Shem tell us what they think. Then we shall see what happens.”
Europa sighed, nodding, glad her husband had seen reason, and glad she had come to the meeting. Otherwise, the others might have persuaded her husband differently. Once again, the women of her family had bolstered the men to a courageous act.
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Opis wept as her mother bade her stand before her in a wedding gown. She had stepped onto a block of wood because the old, woolen dress trailed across the tile floor and because it was much too wide in the hips. In the next few days, Kush, as high priest to the angel, would marry her to Uruk, First Captain of Nimrod’s Hunters. Her father had finally succumbed to the pressure, even though he’d given her many promises to the contrary. She wanted to be brave, but the tears kept bubbling as she thought of Uruk leering at her during their wedding nuptials.
“Hush, child,” mumbled her mother, holding several bone pins between her lips. Her mother kept testing the dress, folding back material, pressing it against her. “How skinny you’ve become.” Her mother secured a folded pleat by sticking a pin into it. “You must eat more, or you’ll fade away.”
With the back of her hand, Opis brushed away a tear. Her stomach was in knots. Thoughts of food made her nauseous. Knowing that Gilgamesh was caged in some dirty Japhethite village because he’d listened to Semiramis… It embittered her.
Her father, Lud, now hurried through the room with a pitcher of water in his miry hands. He skirted through the far end. This was their house’s main room, with a warm hearth and many wooden stands showcasing her father’s pottery masterpieces. Head down, with his long legs striding fast, her father sought to avoid any more demonstrative incidents between them. Opis liked to think because they had become too painful for both of them. Yet she wondered what had finally swayed him against her. It embittered her to think it might have been a few more bronze ingots or extra leather or some glittering stones that everyone considered precious.
“You promised me, Daddy,” called Opis.
Lud stopped as if struck, with his long, lean face wrapped in frowns. He glanced at her and then he wouldn’t meet her gaze. It seemed, however, that he was unable to move.
“You said that only I truly loved you,” Opis said. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her mother flinch. It was a cruel thing to say, Opis realized, especially since it was probably true. Yet volcanoes erupted when the inner pressure became unbearable. “Only I remained while you were sick unto death with spotted fever, Daddy. You swore to me then that I wouldn’t have to marry Uruk. You swore. You promised me.”
“It can’t be helped,” her mother said, her hands busier than ever, roving over the dress, jerking a little harder than before so Opis swayed at the pulls. “You’re more than old enough to be married, too old certainly to remain a maid. Jehovah’s command is to fill the earth. Do you think we have enough people already so silly girls can daydream and stare at the clouds? No, Opis. Now it’s your turn to fill the earth with healthy, rosy-cheeked children. Uruk is a fine man, strong, powerful and important. He’ll make you a wonderful husband.”
Opis shook her head, and she knew her mother bustled to hide her guilt. Ever since that day long ago in the woods, when Uruk had knocked her down and Gilgamesh had drawn his bow… She’d known then that Uruk was a monster and Gilgamesh a hero. She used her moist eyes, silently pleading with her father, willing him to look up and let his hardened heart melt.
Lud hunched his shoulder as if warding off her eyes. It seemed he wished to speak, was compelled to talk.
“When a man like Uruk wants a woman,” her mother said, “that is a great honor. He is rich, a leader and poised high in our great city. You yourself, Opis, will become very important.”
Opis shook her head. She had no use for lies. Her mother spoke to herself more than to her. She assuaged her own guilt.
“Forget Gilgamesh,” her mother said. “The contest is over.”
Lud gathered his courage, or so it seemed, and he looked up. “I had to, Opis. I no longer had a choice. Uruk is the superior man, able to marshal superior arguments as to why he deserves you.”
“He’s a monster,” whispered Opis. She knew by her father’s speech that bronze ingots, extra leather or glittering stones had exchanged hands. That in her father’s heart, greed had defeated love.
Lud turned away, clutching the water pitcher to his chest. He hurried through the door and back to his pottery wheel in the courtyard.
After that, Opis’s mother made her adjustments in silence.
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Opis arose in the dark, silently, so as not to awaken her younger sisters. They all slept together in a wide bed. She heard their quiet breathing, the rustling of straw under the linen sheet as one of them turned or changed position. This bedroom was the safest in the house, the deepest from the outside and the darkest because there weren’t any windows.
This room was a vault, Opis thought to herself, protecting her father’s most precious commodity: his marriageable daughters. Her earlier bitterness remained. She wondered how often bronze ingots or leather or glittering stones on their own accord fled a vault?
She donned soft deerskins that Gilgamesh had over a year ago given her. Easing open the bedroom door, tiptoeing from her room, she moved like a shadow, picking up a knife belonging to her brother Ramses, a wallet of pounded and dried fish, a length of rope and a small bag of other rudiments. She froze once, looking around in the darkness, wondering at a noise, like a soft footfall, behind her. The noise didn’t repeat itself, but it felt as if the house watched her. She heart odd groans, a hissing perhaps of wind through a crack or even maybe that quiet, nighttime stillness that almost seems to become a sound.
After a time, her throat tightened. She’d miss this house and the people in it. A terrible welling of sadness and fear almost overcame her bitter resolve. She shook her head. Uruk would never have her.
“Never,” she whispered.
She shook off the feeling that the house watched her, eased open the front door and drank the cool, night air as ambrosia, the taste of freedom. She hurried through the gloom of chilly, predawn lanes, her heart thumping and a crawling upon her spine turning into a certainty that she was being followed. She ran, racing through the streets, her small fingers clutching the dagger hilt, her tiny feet pattering on the dirt and her breath coming in frightened gasps. She headed for the docks, even as she kept glancing over her shoulder. What if Uruk found her? She clamped her teeth, deciding that she’d plunge into the river and drown herself before allowing him to paw her flesh.
She swung around a building and flattened herself against it, waiting, listening, her heart pounding and her breath coming in quick, bird-like gasps. Finally, she eased off the wall, telling herself to think like Gilgamesh, to become a Hunter.
She resumed her trek, no longer running, but striding fast, much as her father had walked through the main room earlier today. She reconsidered her plan and pushed aside any guilt. She wasn’t a thief, at least not in the worst sense. Yet, like Gilgamesh, she was willing to steal for the sake of their love. She paused at a pen of sleeping geese, with their heads tucked under their wings, and glanced down the lane she’d just come up. No one followed that she could see.
Why, then, did the feeling of being followed persist? She shrugged, hurrying, afraid she’d be found out.
She hesitated at the docks, before boldly creaking across the planks and kneeling beside a post where she worked at thick knots. The fishermen had tied them too tight.
“Use your knife.”
Opis whirled around, startled, her heart racing as she opened her mouth to scream.
Her brother Ramses stepped out of the shadows and onto the dock. The mighty Euphrates gurgled underneath it, hissing as the current swirled around the many posts.
She crouched over her post, with her fingers on the knots and her gaze riveted on her approaching brother.
“Do you leave us to die?” Ramses asked.
Such words frightened her, nay, terrified her. So she let the bitterness of a father and mother who sold their daughter to a monster sweep over her. “Maybe I do.”
“Surely life with Uruk is preferable to death.”
“No,” Opis said.
Ramses nodded, and it seemed then that he noted his knife belted around her waist. “What is your plan?” he asked. “What shall I tell Gilgamesh when he returns?”
Could she trust even Ramses? She decided yes, and on the instant, the truth bubbled out of her. She had to tell someone. “I’ll hide in the great southern marsh,” she said.
“And die out there,” Ramses said.
“Eventually, I suppose.”
Ramses nodded again. He knew she must do this. “Gilgamesh will die of grief if you die,” he said.
“Please let me go, dear brother. I cannot bear the thought of Uruk touching me, of him knowing me. Infinitely worse, however, I know my beloved Gilgamesh. On my behalf, he will perish trying to kill Uruk. Either Uruk will slay him, or the elders will stake Gilgamesh out for murdering a lawfully wedded husband.”
Ramses turned toward the vast river. One heartbeat, two, he sighed, and he crouched beside her and untied the knots, freeing the reed boat. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said. “Soon Gilgamesh will return, for the Army of Babel goes to free him.” He pressed the rope into her small hands. Then Ramses darted off the dock and back into the shadows, leaving her alone.
Opis shuddered. She dreaded the dark waters, dreaded this journey, she half hoped that Ramses would forbid her this perilous quest. As she pulled the line, drawing the boat nearer so it bumped against the piling, Ramses ran back. He carried a heavy duffel bag and pitched it in the boat.
“Extra supplies,” he said. “My advice is to stay in the middle of the river and float all the way to the marsh. Find an island there. Build a small reed hut on it and fish. Sooner or later, Gilgamesh will find you.”
“You must tell him,” she said.
“I will.”
“But you mustn’t tell anyone else where I went.”
“They’ll guess from the missing boat.” Ramses put his hand on hers. “I’ll join you in a few days.”
She touched his cheek, and she kissed him on the forehead. “You must tell Gilgamesh,” she whispered. “So you cannot join me in the marsh. Fear not, dear brother, I am the betrothed of a Hunter. From the very best, I have learned the lore of woodcraft.”
He didn’t appear convinced. But he nodded, and then he leaned down and held the boat while she slipped in. He grunted, shoving the narrow, bitumen-covered boat into the vast Euphrates.
Exhilaration and terror blossomed. She knew almost nothing of woodcraft. That had been a lie for Ramses. Yet she understood bravery. So she picked up the paddle and dipped it into the cool waters. She felt the strain of it in the muscles between her shoulder blades. She looked back, but already the dock was dark and too far away. Ramses had vanished. Squeezing her eyes, saying a prayer to Jehovah, she rowed, bringing herself to the middle of the river, letting the current take her to who knew what strange destiny.
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Ham at last agreed to terms. Upon exiting the Hunter’s Compound, a lean man rose from where he crouched against the wall and hurried toward Ham.
“I wronged you,” Ramses said.
Ham said nothing as he limped home.
The lithe youth stared at the ground as he walked beside Ham. “I know you don’t trust me now. I don’t blame you.” He glanced at Ham. “I beg for your forgiveness. I had no idea what they planned.”
Ham halted and studied the boy. Ramses looked haggard, in agony of soul. Ham patted him on the shoulder. “I forgive you.”
Ramses, never very emotional, grabbed his hand. Then he let go, as if embarrassed by the display. “If I can ever do something for you…”
Ham smiled. “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.”
Ramses turned away, while Ham limped home, brooding, wondering how best to thwart the coming war.
These days, all the youths trained diligently, marching with spear and shield and shouting in mock rage as they thrust into straw dummies. Babel seethed with activity, a whirlwind of motion.
Then training halted as the barley bent under the weight of its ears. Everyone helped in the harvest. Most people worked in teams of three. The first man reaped with a clay sickle, swinging, cutting dry stalks with a tool fired in a brick-baking kiln. The sickle had almost become vitrified, or turned glassy. Because of its hardness, the clay cut almost as well as a flint sickle. The price for the hardness and thus sharpness, however, was brittleness. Clay sickles often broke. Fortunately, making another cost almost nothing in terms of time and material. The second man of the team followed the first, gathering the cut stalks and binding them into sheaves. The third man piled the sheaves. Later, working in tandem, the three-man team hauled the grain to a threshing floor, spreading the stalks and driving a sledge over it. Under the sledge-board were embedded chips of flint and other sharp stones. These stones cut and separated the grains from the stalks. Barley lifters with flat wooden shovels heaved the product into the air. Wind blew away the lighter chaff and husks, while the heavier grains fell back onto the pile. If there wasn’t any wind, workers with wicker winnowing fans provided the breeze. The result of all the hard labor was golden heaps of barley. Joyfully, workers shoveled the wealth into fat-bellied storage jars. They loaded the jars onto two-wheeled carts and let oxen pull the carts to granary sheds.
The bountiful harvest weighed heavily in favor of Kush’s decision. He and others claimed it was a message from the angel, incontrovertible evidence that they must indeed fight for freedom.
After the five days of harvesting and threshing, and Uruk’s empty-handed return from the southern marsh, the training resumed and Fall Festival drew nearer. Finally, the day arrived when the chosen Hunters and the selected citizens of Babel, about two thirds the city levy, assembled, listened to speeches, cheered and then set out north to face the slavers and put to rest this so-called curse of Noah.
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Ham morosely sat in his workroom. His carving tools and saw lay on the table, as did a half-finished ivory piece. He eyed the many shelves and on them the figurines: Ymir, Rahab, the leviathan, Noah with his staff, a great sloth and mammoth and sabertooth cat. Scribes, priests, warriors and two peasants with a yoked team of oxen, these figurines and more, many more, lined the shelves. Ham stared, with deflated shoulders and with a grim feeling of defeat.
He sighed and uncorked the clay jug that sat between his legs. The jug was heavy with beer. He sloshed it. What was the use of staying sober? Kush and Nimrod marched with Menes, Ramses and countless others. They marched to shed blood, to wage war, to gain glory. They didn’t put it that way, of course.
Ham grimaced, touching the tip of the jug to his lips. The strong aroma of beer wafted through his nostrils. He closed his eyes, yearning to drink, to drown his worries and despair in long hours of drunkenness. His proud boasts now sounded hollow. His rage meant nothing after all. He was useless.
The hinges of his workroom door creaked. He didn’t want to look up. Perhaps if he chugged deeply Rahab would leave him alone. He doubted it, yet…
Her garments rustled as she moved into the room, her footfalls light. The bench he and now she sat on groaned ever so lightly. He opened his eyes as he set down the jug, looking into the wrinkled face of his wife. What he saw surprised him. It wasn’t reproof, anger or resigned despair. Surrounded by her hood and strands of gray hair, her bird-bright, brown eyes shone. A mischievous smile creased her lips.
“What is it?” Ham asked.
“You’re forbidden to leave Babel, isn’t that correct?” she asked.
He scowled. He didn’t want to talk about it. He had been shamed, demeaned and demoted. Perhaps, genetically, he was the patriarch, in terms of family lines and seniority, the old man of the Tribe of Ham. However, his rude handling these past weeks had left him practically a prisoner, a castoff figure of folly and derision. The impotence of his will had wrung out his self-respect. Other than moments of rage, he was useless.
“Odin, grandson of Ashkenaz, has been left in charge of the city’s Hunters,” Rahab said.
Ham shrugged. What did that matter? Ashkenaz was a son of Gomer, the son of Japheth. He recalled the day he’d trekked to their site, the long cabin, and how he had persuaded Ashkenaz to immigrate to Babel. Soon thereafter, several of Ashkenaz’s grandsons had joined the Hunters, Odin being the most prominent among them.
“Why was Odin left behind?” Rahab asked. “Do you know the reason?”
Ham shook his head. He wished his mysterious wife, with her strange smile, would depart and leave him in peace. He fondled the jug. He wished to drink, to get drunk, to wallow in his despair and not bother thinking about his empty days.
“Odin is a Japhethite,” Rahab said.
“Yes,” Ham said. “But his allegiance is to the Hunters, to Nimrod especially.”
“Unquestionably true,” Rahab said. “So why was he left here? He is the Spear Slayer after all, and he’s a captain.”
Ham sighed. Each of the Hunters had earned a cognomen, a nickname that denoted a specialty. Nimrod was the Mighty Hunter. Gilgamesh was the Ghost Stalker. Odin, this grandson of Ashkenaz, was called the Spear Slayer, and he was a captain among the Hunters. Ham scowled, angry that he should think of this, but such a one as Odin might be sorely needed in a battle against the Japhethites and Beor and his Scouts. His wife had a point. Yet what did that matter? He had been demeaned and demoted. He was a figure of derision, a prisoner among his own offspring.
“Aren’t you curious why Nimrod left the Spear Slayer?” Rahab asked.
“Some one had to stay,” mumbled Ham.
“To watch you? Is that what you mean?”
He shrugged.
“Are you saying, my husband, that you are such a dangerous possibility, that your fight against Ymir is remembered with such awe, that Nimrod would assign one of his toughest warriors to watch you?”
Irritated that his own wife should mock him, Ham looked away. He wished she would leave. So he could drink, get drunk and forget about his impotence in the numbness of much beer.
Rahab said, “Perhaps Nimrod thinks you will pick up an axe, shake it against those who remain, and march out of Babel, riding your chariot ahead of them and warning the others of what occurs.”
His scowl returned, and he regarded those bird-bright, brown eyes, that mysterious smile.
“A fast ride to Festival,” Rahab said, “with fresh teams of donkeys. Surely two men in a chariot might dash ahead of the Army of Babel and warn the others.”
“They might,” Ham said.
“Perhaps that is why Nimrod kept Odin back, to stop you from doing that.”
“There are other Hunters here,” Ham said. “Only a handful, that’s true, but enough to stop me.”
“Together perhaps,” Rahab said, “they might stop you.”
Ham took his left hand off the jug, clenching it. He was yet strong, at one hundred and thirty years, and agile enough to fight. He had no doubt that in a fair fight with fists, he could defeat many of the Hunters. Most of them, in fact. Odin? Ham pursed his lips. The overweight Spear Slayer was perhaps the third toughest head-to-head fighter among the Hunters. Nimrod, of course, was first, followed by Uruk. Some men said that Gilgamesh would be a match for Uruk. Swiftness versus strength, cunning versus brute force, would be the contest between those two. In a battle, however, when men marched in ranks and rammed into the enemy, heavy warriors like Uruk seemed superior to swift fighters like Gilgamesh.
“There is another reason Odin remained,” Rahab said, “a different one than mere fighting skills.”
“Oh?”
The mysterious smile twitched. “It has to do with his famous trek,” she said, “when he returned from it, when Odin stopped at Mount Ararat.”
“What is this reason?” Ham asked.
“Why do you wish to know?” she asked. “Don’t you merely want to get drunk, to wallow in your sorrow, to forget the humiliations you received?”
His features hardened.
“Or have you forgotten that Nimrod walked away from you in the stocks?”
“I have not forgotten,” Ham said.
“No?”
He grasped her wrist. “Do not mock me, wife. It is unbecoming.”
She nodded after a moment. “I have a plan, husband, if you are daring enough. It is a plan that will wipe away the shame of the stocks.”
His eyes narrowed.
“Ah,” she said. “I think you’re finally ready.”
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Odin clumped into the workroom. He was fat, with a belly hanging over the silver buckle of his belt, while a thick, red beard hung halfway down his chest. He was vain, they said, proud of his riches. A silver dagger was slung on his belt, while he wore rhinoceros-hide boots. They called him the Spear Slayer.
His spear, seven feet long and made from ash, had a tapering bronze head some eighteen inches in length. It was a terrible weapon. When cast with force, Odin could pierce a dragon-shield at close quarters or bury its head in a foot of solid palm wood. With it, he had hunted the shaggy sabertooths of the foothills and rogue bull elephants. He held his spear in such high regard that he scorned lesser missile weapons such as bows or slings, and he had named it. As if it were a pet like a dog or a favorite donkey, Odin called his spear, Gungnir.
The fat youth clumped into the workroom, setting Gungnir against the wall. He scowled at Ham slumped in the corner singing to himself, holding a jug of beer.
A worried Rahab stepped through behind Odin. “Do you see what I mean?”
“What am I supposed to do?” Odin asked. “Doesn’t he get drunk all the time?”
“Drunk!” shouted Ham. “I’m not drunk.”
“Don’t lie to him,” Rahab said.
“I’m not lying. I’m sober.” Ham raised the jug. “And it’s sober that I say the attack on Festival is a mistake.” He guzzled, smacking his lips and drawing his arm across his mouth. “Come, Hunter, join me.” Ham corked the jug and heaved it at Odin.
“Would you stay with him?” Rahab pleaded.
“Me?” Odin asked, as he caught the jug.
“A mistake,” shouted Ham. “The attack is a grave mistake.”
“Explain to him why it isn’t a mistake,” Rahab said.
Odin glanced at her sharply, shrewdly. “I thought that’s what you thought.”
“I do,” admitted Rahab. “But the way he is now, I’m afraid he’ll harness the chariot and rush to Festival.”
“No,” Odin said. “I can’t allow that.”
“So talk to him,” Rahab said.
Ham, who had risen silently, slapped Odin on the back, making the fat man stumble. “Drink with me, Spear Slayer. Drink to this vast mistake.”
Odin glowered, but as Rahab raised her eyebrows, pleading, he shrugged. “Better a few drinks than having to lock him in the stocks, I suppose. Because that’s where he’s going if he tries to leave Babel,” Odin said. “Drunk or not, that will be the penalty.”
“But I’m not drunk.”
Odin pushed Ham to the workbench. Then he took a healthy slug of beer as Rahab slipped away. His bushy eyebrows rose. “Say. This is good brew.”
Ham leered knowingly, crashing onto the bench, picking up a second jug. “Drink with me, a prisoner in Babel.”
Odin sat on a nearby stool, chugging.
Ham stared at his jug, and in the manner of drunks, he began to speak about past glories, about the boat-ride to Dilmun, the Blessed Land. He told the entire long story, about Anu and the leviathan, what an awful experience that had been. When he finished, he leered at Odin.
“They say you also went on a journey.”
“Oh, aye, that I did,” Odin said. A smile might have touched him. The beard made it hard to tell.
“Did you see any leviathans?” Ham asked.
“No dragons of any sort.”
“I thought not.”
Odin swirled the jug. “I had to listen to you about the leviathan. Now let me tell you what I saw.”
The Spear Slayer began a discourse on his trek north, he, his older brother and a cousin, another grandson of Ashkenaz. The trek had occurred before Ashkenaz left Gomer Village. The trek had occurred partly because Noah had prompted them to obey the great command of Jehovah to fill the earth. Noah had suggested they scout the far-flung lands. Odin’s brother, Vili, suggested they trek north. So off they went, for weeks climbing mountains, trudging through plains and skirting dark seas. The weeks plunged together and still they trekked, wishing to know what lay beyond the horizon. Odin related that the journey stirred in him a deep desire, a longing to know, to see strange sights, to do something mighty, something daring.
At last, they came to the Far North, a strange and sinister land. Vast animals lived on this howling plain of snow. Cold mists drifted across the bleak landscape. Wooly mammoths and rhinoceroses forged through the drifts, as did shaggy musk oxen and thunderous herds of reindeer, huge herds, leagues long. It awed them. Around the herds prowled wicked beasts, massive sabertooths, dire wolves and lumbering cave bears. Then they came to the Ice Mountains. Sheer they arose, castles of ice. The mists drifted thicker here and longer into the morning. Above the strange mountains shone a yellow glare: iceblink, they named it. For league upon league, they had tried to go around the Ice Mountains or to find a path into them. No. There hadn’t been a path. The grinding mountains of ice had halted the trek.
Odin spoke of marvels, of days surrounded by dire wolves, of the thunder of stampeding herds. It had terrified them. Then he and his brother, Vili, and his cousin, Ve, slew a wooly rhinoceros.
Odin slurred his words as he spoke. By now, he had drunk much beer. He tilted his head back, with his hands sweeping aside his massive, red beard. On his chest, on the costly coat, was the horn of the wooly rhinoceros, held by a chain of gold.
“It is my good luck amulet.”
“Ah,” Ham said.
Odin spoke of the trek home. He blinked repeatedly. His lake blue eyes had become glassy. He spoke of his meeting with Noah and trekking with his brother and cousin onto Mount Ararat, there seeing the Ark, the mighty ship of old, encased deep in ice. It had reminded him of the Ice Mountains.
On their return to Noah, in his camp on the northern slope of Ararat, had come visitors: Beor and his daughter, Hilda. She had been fifteen at the time. He hadn’t been much older. Beor had delighted in their tales, while he had told them how he had slain a great sloth.
Odin reeled upon his stool, with an almost empty jug in his hands. “A great warrior, that Beor.” Odin belched. “What I remember better, though, was Hilda. Ah, she was a nice girl.”
Ham nodded sagely. Rahab had told him that Odin had spoken often in the past about Hilda. Rahab felt it was the real reason why Nimrod had left Odin behind. Ham lifted his jug, as if to match the Spear Slayer in a chugging contest. In reality, he continued to sip.
“You liked the girl then?” Ham asked.
Odin blinked, bending nearer Ham. They had been telling stories for several hours, with many empty jugs around them, almost all of them drained by Odin. “Liked her? Of course, I liked her. She was beautiful.”
“Ah,” Ham said. “It’s too bad then.”
Odin scowled. And he swayed back suddenly, his head erect. He opened his mouth and emitted a loud belch. He laughed afterward, until his forehead furrowed. “What do you mean it’s too bad?”
“That you liked the girl.”
The furrow deepened. “Why should that be bad?”
Ham brushed the side of his nose, appearing very knowing.
“I want no winks and nods, old man. Tell me why that’s bad.”
“I’m not sure that’s wise,” Ham said.
Odin swayed onto feet, his lake blue eyes cross and his breathing audible. “I demand to know.”
“Not in your condition. Wait until morning.”
For all his drunkenness, Odin lunged smoothly, his pudgy yet strong fingers wrapping around the front of Ham’s tunic. “Speak, old man.”
Ham stiffened haughtily. “First, you must release me.”
Odin growled, shaking Ham.
Ham seemed to relent. “It has to do with war.”
“You mean the Army of Babel?” slurred Odin.
“Exactly.”
“That has nothing to do with the girl!”
Ham pried the fingers from his tunic. “Sit down. Then I’ll tell you.”
Odin plopped heavily onto his stool as he glared at Ham.
“You never lived during Antediluvian times. How could you? But I did,” Ham said, thumping his chest. “I know what war is like. It’s a dark and dirty business, very violent. Worst of all is afterward, how men act after a battle. I speak from experience, mind you. I’ve seen it. Madness comes upon victorious warriors. Victory is intoxicating. To take a woman then, especially from your enemy, ah, many men cannot resist it. They find it the greatest joy of combat.”
“Do you mean rape?”
“Yes, rape,” Ham said, “along with looting and pillaging.”
The scowl became dark and brooding, until Odin shook his head. “Nimrod knows I desire the woman. She is to be mine.”
Ham chuckled.
“Why is that funny?” Odin asked.
“Beor is Nimrod’s foe, his worst enemy. After he kills Beor, how do you think Nimrod will treat the daughter?”
Odin thumped his chest. “She’s promised to me.”
“Which is why you’re here and not there,” Ham said. “Believe me, the Mighty Hunter understands his men. He knows that after the battle, you would demand Hilda. But that is not his plan, not to Nimrod’s liking. Your will, Spear Slayer, must be submerged to Nimrod’s.”
“That isn’t what he told me.”
“Oh. Well, what a man says and what he does.” Ham shrugged. “Don’t think about it. You’re here in Babel. There’s nothing you can do about it.”
Odin’s breathing became heavier. “She’s promised to me. Hilda is to be mine.”
“Good luck.”
Odin squinted. A shifty look entered his eyes—the cunning of a drunk. “You spoke about a chariot dash to Festival. You will drive me instead to the Army of Babel.”
Ham laughed. “And promptly be sent home again. Me, because I’m in disfavor. You, for disobedience. No, that’s a foolish idea. Just keep drinking and forget about it. Drown out the idea.”
The pudgy fingers plucked at the massive beard, much as a shepherd might test the quality of a sheep’s wool. “We must go to Festival.”
“No. Impossible.”
“Why?” roared Odin. “Why is it impossible?”
“It’s too much risk for you. You’d surely back out in the morning.”
“Me?” Odin slapped his chest. “I trekked to the Far North. I saw the Ice Mountains. Do not speak to me about too great a risk.” He lowered his voice. “I will take my bride to the Far North. There, I shall become a prince, the patriarch of a mighty people.”
The lad’s ambition astonished Ham.
“We shall set out tomorrow,” Odin said.
Ham smiled knowingly. “Let me tell you what will happen tomorrow. You’ll become sober, afraid of Nimrod and tell me that this was simply a drunkard’s thought.”
“Tomorrow,” growled Odin. He reached under his beard. “So I swear by my rhinoceros horn.”
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Ham wondered if it was the oath or unbending pride that compelled Odin to attempt the chariot dash. Perhaps it didn’t matter which. But the next morning they slipped out of the city, traveling north along the east bank of the Euphrates. The hard pace wearied Ham. His hip throbbed, and his left foot swelled. Chariot driving churned endless dust, until he craved an icy beer to wash the dirt out of his mouth. 
They sped to the Tigris, beating Kush to the ferry crossing they had built five years ago. The Tigris flowed faster than the Euphrates and, in spring, flooded unpredictably.
“Now we must push,” Ham said, with his eyes bloodshot.
Everyday it was the same. Get up at dawn, drive, dig up some wild beets, shoot rabbits along the way, bring down a duck or munch on biscuits and listen to Odin complain that there wasn’t enough to eat. To keep the animals fit, they gave the donkeys a bag-full of oats each evening. Sleep, count on their two dogs to give them warning, get up at dawn and repeat the process.
The alluvial plain gave way to foothills, the grasses to bushes and the palms to hardwoods and occasional pines. The higher they trekked, the less arid the land became. Deer abounded, auroch too, foxes and rabbits. The Tigris narrowed and grew wilder, faster, the banks rockier. Two weeks after starting, they left the Tigris and followed the Methuselah River. They entered mountainous terrain, although they were north of the Zagros Range, where the trees thickened into forests. Sometimes, they had to take detours.
“We’re in Japheth Land,” Odin announced one afternoon.
Ham’s stomach knotted. He almost suggested they turn around.
“What if she isn’t at Festival?” Odin asked. “Will we travel to Magog Village?”
Ham hoped not.
Two more days of rugged travel brought them to open ground. A half-day after that, they watered the donkeys in Japheth’s Lake, the first body of water either had seen after leaving the northern slopes of Ararat.
“We’re almost there,” Odin said.
Ham knew because the butterflies never left his stomach. More than any time in his life, he wanted a drink. He left Odin to the camp chores and limped to a boulder, going around to the other side. He slid onto his knees and bowed his head.
“Lord Jehovah,” he began. Then he shivered and touched his forehead to the rocky ground. He was unclean, dirty, undeserving of the Creator’s help. He knew it, and he knew Jehovah knew it. “Help me, please,” he whispered. “Guide me. I don’t know what to do. I’ve made a mess of everything. Please help me untangle some of it. Don’t let my children be the cause of war, of bloodshed among men. Help me, Jehovah of Noah, Jehovah of Lamech and Methuselah. Help me, or I’ll die.”
He waited, maybe for the voice Jehovah had used right after the Flood. Nothing happened, though. The wind whistled around the rocky shore. A donkey brayed.
He worked up to his feet and picked up his cane. Then he touched his stomach. It didn’t seethe as before. Some of the grim nervousness had vanished. He dipped his head, awed that Jehovah would listen to him, and he whispered a short prayer of thanks before limping back to the chariot.
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The Festival site for the past ten years already contained twenty tents and acres of roped off areas for donkeys, cattle and sheep. There was a broad plain amidst a pine forest. A lake was one side, with a low rock wall on the other. Latrines had been dug long ago, along with a path for footraces. There was a wooden dock, used by those who lived on the northern shore of the lake. Two vessels with sails rubbed against the mooring posts.
Sons of Japheth hailed Odin, no doubt recognizing one of their own.
Young girls, asking who else was coming, mobbed them, surrounding them like yapping dogs. They were awed when they found out Ham himself had come, and with only one other person.
“Weren’t you worried about the wild beasts?” a girl asked.
Ham chuckled, saying that Jehovah had protected him. He’d never said something like that before without feeling foolish. This time it felt right.
As casually as possible, he asked if any of his brothers had arrived.
“Shem,” a girl said. “Those are his boats.”
The butterflies returned. He thought of twenty things to do, anything but meet Shem. Ham smoothed his beard. He took a deep breath and asked a teenage girl pacing them, “Which tent is Shem’s?”
She pointed to it.
“Let me off,” Ham said.
Odin drew the reins.
Ham picked up his cane and asked the girl to take him to Shem.
She chatted. He smiled, hearing nothing about what she said as they strolled under the pines. The butterflies in his gut almost made him groan. He slowed. The girl glanced at him. “I have a bad hip,” he explained.
“From Ymir?” she asked.
The question startled him.
“I think it was brave what you did,” the girl said, “although that’s not how great-grandfather tells the story. Still, who among us has ever challenged a giant? I don’t think even Noah ever did that.”
“Noah built the Ark,” Ham said.
“I know, but…”
Ham hadn’t expected this. Shem’s great-grandchildren not awed by Noah and able to think his battle with Ymir was something heroic. It puzzled him. “Who’s your father?”
“Hul.”
“And his father?”
“Aram.”
“Ah,” Ham said. “Let me tell you, young girl. The stupidest thing I ever did was face Ymir.”
“Yes,” she said. “You’re modest. You old ones always are.”
Old ones?
She brushed her hair with a feminine flick of her wrist. She was pretty. Dark hair, dark eyes and fair skin, with a clean sheepskin dress. “It must have been exciting then,” she said. “Wars. Intrigue. The future of mankind in your hands. Oh, how I wish I could have lived back then.”
Ham blinked in amazement. “The Antediluvian world was evil, desperately wicked.”
“I know that.” She sighed. “All I ever do is sew, guard the sheep if my brothers are sick and cook for them. What was silk like? Was Naamah really as beautiful as the stories say?”
“Uh, I suppose so. Now, really, I must talk to Shem.”
“This way,” she said.
He approached the tent, and as he did, the flap moved and out came…
“Ruth?”
The old woman stopped short. She had dark hair, with maybe twenty strands of gray. Her face was less wrinkled than Rahab’s, even though she was seventy years older. The dress was plain, made of linen, and she wore a golden earring in her left lobe.
“Ham? Oh, dear brother, is it really you?”
They hugged. This felt strange.
“Ham,” she said, looking in his eyes. “It’s been much too long.”
He swallowed.
“Come in, come in,” Ruth said.
He followed her into the tent.
“Shem. Look who’s here.”
An old man with shoulder-length hair and a hooked nose looked up from the scroll he read beside a lamp. Smiles broke out and Shem leapt to his feet. “Ham!”
They embraced. Ham was bigger, thicker, older looking, Shem was thin, unbowed and spry-seeming and almost seventy years older. His face was unlined. His hands looked like those of a man of thirty.
“You look marvelous,” Ham said.
“So do you. Oh, I’m so glad you came,” Shem said. “Isn’t this amazing?” he asked his wife.
“Jehovah’s hand guides us,” she said.
“Sit, sit,” Shem said. “Tell me—”
The flap drew back. Ham turned, paled and he swayed and might have fallen, but Shem caught him by the elbow and steadied him.
A big, broad-shouldered man with piercing blue eyes and a white beard entered. He wore the rough garments of a shepherd and held onto a gopher-wood staff. 
“Father,” Ham whispered.
Big Noah leaned his staff against the tent wall. He was almost seven hundred years old. He hadn’t seemed to age, and yet there was about him a sense of stretching, as if time had thinned his strength but left the outer shell.
“Son,” the big man said. In two steps, he hugged Ham, thumping his back with hefty slaps. Then he held onto Ham by the shoulders, examining him, peering into his eyes. “It’s good to see you, my son. I’m glad you’re here. It makes the journey worth it.”
Ham swallowed. Conflicting emotions warred within him. He wanted to ask, Do you remember that you cursed my favorite son? Do you recall? And he wanted to break down crying and tell his father that he was sorry for everything he’d ever done wrong.
“Father, I…”
Noah let go and pulled up a chair, easing into it. Yes, he definitely seemed older.
Shem guided him to a chair, and Ham, too, eased into it. He hated being old. He had to stick out his left leg because the one knee had stiffened.
“The children say you came alone,” Noah said.
“With Odin.”
“Ashkenaz’s son?”
“His grandson.”
“Ashkenaz joined you in Babel?” Noah asked, and the way he pronounced the word, it was obvious he didn’t approve of the city.
“Father finally agreed to leave his retreat on Ararat and come to Festival,” Shem said. “He—”
“Jehovah drew me,” Noah said. “Just as I suspect he drew you,” he said to Ham.
It felt too much like before. Noah took charge. Jehovah talked to Noah. Noah didn’t approve of what he did, of the city. Ham tried to hold down the resentment. He smiled, but it was pained.
“Trouble is afoot,” Noah said.
There it was. Ham had dreaded this moment and now that it was here, he couldn’t speak. To have failed again… He rose, shuffled one way and then another. He licked his lips and tried to speak. What was wrong with him?
“There’s grave trouble,” Shem said.
Ham nodded.
Noah and Shem traded glances.
“Tell him about Assur,” Ruth said.
“What about him?” Ham asked, glad to talk about anything other than the reason he’d come.
Neither his father nor brother spoke. Ruth cleared her throat. Still no one talked. She said, “After returning from Babel, our son, Assur, talked about founding a city of his own. In the same way do many of Japheth’s children now speak. No one wants to strike out on his or her own as Jehovah said we must. They wish to follow the example of Babel and dwell in urban centers.”
“Babel wasn’t my idea,” Ham said.
“Please don’t misunderstand me,” Ruth said. “I’m not blaming you. I simply don’t want you to think that it’s only your children doing this. Ours, too, yearn to gather as one. That’s why father came from his hermitage on Ararat.”
“One of the reasons,” Noah said. “And I’m not a hermit.”
“Of course not,” Shem said, who gave his wife a reproving glance.
Ham faced them. He screwed up his courage and blurted, “I have bad news.”
He had their attention.
He sat down, fidgeted and finally said, “Kush marches here for war.”
“War?” Noah asked.
The way Noah said it made Ham wince. He blew out his cheeks and said, “Please, let me speak without interruptions. I have a lot to tell you.”
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Ham hung his head. The butterflies were gone and he felt relieved to have gotten this off his chest, and he felt wretched, too. He wished he were back in Babel, anywhere but in front of his father.
“So,” Noah said. “War.”
Shem frowned as he paced. He had started pacing near the end of the tale. He looked up. “That took guts coming here. Thank you, brother.”
“I don’t want war,” Ham said. “But I don’t know how to stop it.”
Noah rose. “I do. It’s why I came.”
“Jehovah told you about this?” Ham said.
Noah shook his head. “Trouble brewed, that’s all I knew. Now I know what kind.”
“Father,” Ham said, “I really didn’t want this.”
Noah searched his face. “I know. But sin has a way of increasing in one’s children if left unchecked. Kush rebels against Jehovah, against Jehovah’s decrees. I’m not sure we can stop him entirely. But this war…” Noah shook his head. “I can change that.”
“What should I do?” Shem asked.
“Pray for our success,” Noah said.
“Will you send Beor away?” Ruth asked.
“Beor’s already here?” Ham asked.
“Yes,” Noah said, “with his three prisoners. No,” he told Ruth. “I won’t send Beor away.”
“Should we leave Festival?” Shem asked.
“What about those who arrive after us?” Noah said. “No. I must stop Kush.”
“What do you plan?” Ham asked.
“To ride with you to the army,” Noah said, “to talk sense into them.”
“What will we do after that?” Shem asked.
Noah thought about it and smiled grimly. “After that, we’ll have our Festival.”
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Noah refused the chariot. Said it implied the wrong message. Ham suspected his father thought along Antediluvian lines, when raiders like Kedorlaomer had plagued the world or conquerors like Tubal-Cain or King Laban had obliterated foes through savage chariotry. But Ham’s four-wheeled, donkey-pulled cart inspired no terror. He tried to tell Noah that. If anything, the men of Babel would recognizance his chariot as a familiar vehicle, thus holding their archery fire long enough for them to yell a greeting.
Noah shook his head. The intense blue eyes, the long flowing beard and the compressed lips, Noah had elemental force, as if Mount Ararat itself had squeezed into human skin to come and see what the puny mortals did. There wasn’t any arguing with him, but when did that stop any son.
“I can’t walk more than half a day,” Ham said.
“Your joints stiffen?” Noah asked.
“Well, my knee isn’t what it used to be.”
“My right ankle swells,” Noah said, “even when I’m using my staff. It’s an inconvenience.”
“Agreed,” Ham said, “although, it’s my hip that bothers me.”
“The one you injured fighting Ymir?”
“When the Nephilim threw me and shattered my bones.” 
The blue eyes turned distant and the patriarch of man grew still. Then he drew a deep breath, as if resuming living again. “Their trap failed, eh?”
“Trap?”
“Naamah lured you.” Noah sighed. “Ah, well, it failed. It’s over. It doesn’t matter anymore.”
“No.”
“Except that you have a bad hip.”
“My constant reminder to think before I act,” Ham said.
“Wisdom,” Noah said nodding.
Ham looked for the joke, and realized with a start that his father meant what he said. It had been a long time away from Noah, away from his father’s honest ways. In the glow of the compliment, Ham allowed his father to pick a donkey for him. Soon, with blankets draped over the u-curved backs, Noah and he set off to find Kush and the army.
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Noah reined his donkey on the crest of a hill. He pointed as Ham drew beside him. Far in the wooded valley marched men with flashing spears and shields.
“The Army of Babel,” Ham said. It felt bizarre seeing the Hamites from this vantage. He almost felt sorry for Shem and Japheth.
“Are half the stories true about Nimrod?” Noah asked.
“Nimrod?”
“Isn’t it his Hunters that core the Army of Babel?”
“I suppose.”
“Are the stories true?”
“You mean the dragon and Black Mane the Lion?” Ham asked.
Noah grunted.
“They’re true,” Ham said. “Nimrod is the Mighty Hunter, and his men vie to be like him.”
“So he’s like a Nephilim?”
“Demon-spawned?” Ham asked.
“No,” Noah said, “thirsting for glory, for renown, for immortal fame.”
“That describes Nimrod and his Hunters.”
“Not good,” Noah said. He slid off his donkey.
“What are you doing?”
“Doing? I’m getting ready.”
Ham was perplexed, until Noah clumped near higher ground and worked to his knees. The patriarch of man bowed his head and folded his hands as he began to pray.
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Ham sat on a rock.
Their two hobbled donkeys munched oats from the feedbags.
Tall pines kept them company, a whispering breeze swaying the topmost branches. Hidden, but near, a woodpecker rattled its beak against bark, while high above in the blue sky, a screeching eagle wheeled. Silence then, but for Noah’s mumbling, until a cricket rustled its wings. That brought back the rap-rap-rap of the woodpecker, while the eagle continued its lonely vigil, floating, drifting and looping in long circles. It was the king of the air.
Later, from atop his rock, Ham heard voices. They came from down-slope and through the trees. He sat up and glanced at the praying man, the one with his head bowed so his long, white hair swept forward, covering his face, and with his hands clasped. Noah seemed to be wrestling invisibly.
The noise from down-slope, the indistinct voices, now included the clatter of shields, javelins and belted knives.
With a grunt, Noah rose. He dusted off his knees as riders broke from behind the pines. They were four youths, great-grandchildren of Put. Their manner became wary as each of them focused on Noah. The Hunter, the toughest among them, a hard-eyed youth with hair dangling in his eyes, dismounted with a javelin in his fist.
“You’re to come with us,” the Hunter said.
Noah dipped his head.
The Hunter snapped his fingers. “Aphek, ride back and tell them we’re bringing in Ham and— You are Noah, right?”
Noah raised his staff, and his words seemed to crackle. “Aphek will stay with us.”
“Aphek has to report back. That is Kush’s command.”
“We’ll all ride back together,” Noah said.
The youthful Hunter licked his lips, and he avoided Noah’s strange eyes. “We must obey Kush. For we belong to the Army of Babel, to the city of Babel. Kush is our high priest, our leader.”
“Boy,” warned Noah.
The Hunter hesitated only a moment longer, before nodding. “We’ll all ride back together.”
Ham knew this shouldn’t amaze him. He used to watch Noah do this sort of thing all the time—in the Antediluvian world. Yet it impressed him all over again. No one was like his father.
They mounted up and followed the youths, the young riders picking their way down the pine-needle slippery mountain. Ham ducked branches. His shoulders brushed trees. Squirrels chattered or scampered out of sight. One dropped an acorn. He caught the youths glancing at Noah, and, once or twice, at him, too. At the bottom of the slope, Ham peered past thinning trees. The army camped in a clearing. Bivouac fires burned. Venison roasted, and Ham’s stomach growled. He was hungry. Around each fire lay cloaks, tripods of spears and other sundry equipment. Men stretched out, repaired kits or turned a sizzling spit.
As they broke out of the trees, ram’s horns blew, a flat note, ominous, almost eerie. Voices bellowed. The men scrambled to obey, snatching cloaks, spears, shields and running, bumping into one another, shoving, shouting and making a thorough mess of it. Camp hounds howled.
“Keep going,” Noah said, at the dismayed youths.
The four youths, Noah and Ham rode toward the marshalling host. Rank leaders blew copper horns. They made a piercing cry. Captains roared oaths and gave direction. Flag bearers raised banners, waving them back and forth, gaining the men’s attention. The clangor of shields, oaths and shouts mingled with the tramping of feet. Rather quickly, the mass of pushing, milling men took shape: spearmen in front, slingers and bowmen guarding the sides.
“Impressive,” Noah said. “They remind me of the Slayers.”
“Halt!” Nimrod shouted. He stepped in front of the army, wearing leather armor and holding a helmet in the crook of his brawny arm.
The youths halted, so did Noah and Ham.
“Dismount,” Noah said. “And take the donkeys to the stocks.”
The youths hurriedly obeyed, withdrawing to the side. Noah leaned on his gopher-wood staff, his big, gnarled hands wrapped around the equally gnarled wood. Ham limped beside his father, using his much smaller cane. Even in this, his father outdid him. Ham’s stick was smooth and made of soft palm-wood.
Nimrod’s eyebrows rose. “It’s Ham,” he shouted.
Kush, wearing a copper helmet and leather armor, stepped forth, with hulking Uruk on one side and, soon, Nimrod on the other.
Noah moved to intercept Kush, and he eyed the army. The men in ranks shifted nervously.
Kush glared at Ham. “What are you doing here?”
“Never mind that,” Noah said. “The better question is why have you come to Festival as if to wage war?”
Kush scowled, glancing at the army. “Let us talk over there,” he said.
Out of the army’s earshot. Ham shook his head, and he shouted, “This is Noah! He is our Patriarch! Hear his decree concerning war among men!”
The army lost cohesion. Men looked frightened or ashamed.
“I could have you seized,” Kush said.
“Seized?” Noah roared. “On what pretext would you have me seized, my grandson?”
No one looked ready to grab the white-haired hermit of Ararat. His beard bristled, his blue eyes flashed as he scanned the throng, causing many to glance down or away, anywhere but meet those terrible, blue eyes. Noah studied Kush.
“You claim to lead the city of Babel?” Noah asked.
“I am its High Priest. As such, I’m here to right injustice, to deal with slavers. We’ve—”
Noah raised his gopher-wood staff.
Kush worked his mouth but no more sounds issued. Fear entered his eyes as he clutched his throat.
The ancient patriarch scanned the throng. The men seemed frightened. They seemed awed at this display of supernatural power.
Nimrod rubbed his lips, watching Noah.
“Men of Babel,” Noah said. “Sharp blades and spears are not the way to solve your differences. It is far better to sit and talk in peace. You are cousins to those you march against. And your High Priest has told the others he would talk peace. To wage war then is to be foresworn. That means you will battle against Jehovah.
“Men of Babel,” Noah lifted his gopher-wood staff, “onto your knees. Beg the Almighty to forgive you your thirst for innocent blood.”
Men moaned. Some dropped to their knees. Others, Hunters mostly, remained unbowed.
Kush massaged his throat, with fear and loathing on his ox-like features.
“Lord Jehovah!” Noah cried. “I beg thee to show them a sign. Let them draw back from this abyss. Give us another chance to obey Your Divine decree.”
A jagged bolt of lightning flashed across the sky. It was a fiery bolt, huge and terrifying. Thunder boomed next. Wind howled as if released from the depths of space.
Men trembled and dropped whatever they held. Teeth chattered. At the second lightning stroke, everyone but Noah and Nimrod fell to their knees. Many lay prostrate, Ham and Kush among them.
Noah’s garments flapped. “Fall before Jehovah, Mighty Hunter. Repent.”
Nimrod leaned into the wind and stared eye to eye with the old patriarch.
From upon the ground, Ham lifted his head. In Noah, he saw an old bull yet filled with hoary strength pitted against the new one almost in its prime.
Beside Ham, Kush glanced wide-eyed at the heavens, at the roiling clouds that billowed in fearful majesty. Kush shuddered. He buried his face against the sward, and his frame shook as if he sobbed. When he looked up again, his eyes were red and his features haggard, worn, used up. He pointed at his throat.
“Speak,” Noah said.
As the wind lessened, Kush struggled to his feet, helped up by Nimrod. Kush considered the prostrate army. He scanned the sky. No more lightning flashed. The thunder had ceased and the wind was dying. The clouds stilled their billowing and returned to their apparent motionlessness. Kush seemed to shrink, as if he was a leaf sucked of juice, turning brittle and old.
“We made a mistake,” Kush said, his voice hoarse.
At his side, Nimrod stiffened, and he looked at his father, his eyes yet ablaze. Nimrod seemed to study, to calculate and to weigh.
“Will you accept us in peace at Festival?” Kush asked, the fight drained from his voice, drained out of his stance.
“Do you come in peace?” Noah asked.
“As Jehovah is my witness, we do now,” Kush said. He glanced at Nimrod and then turned away from his son, spreading his hands before Noah. “Thank you for staying our hand, for drawing us back from a misguided path.”
Nimrod stared in wonder at his father.
“I think you will find that Beor is ready to deal evenly with you,” Noah said.
Nimrod stepped in front of Kush. “What about my men, Noah? What about Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri? Am I supposed to leave them in bondage?”
Noah leaned on his staff, regarding Nimrod.
Ham shivered at a feeling of déjà vu. So Noah had once looked upon Ymir.
“Beor will treat with you,” Noah said.
Nimrod laughed, shaking his head. “Treat with us? No, Noah, that isn’t good enough.” He tapped his chest with the vine baton, his badge of captaincy. “My men—Hunters—are prisoners, so-called slaves of others.” With his baton, Nimrod waved at the sky. “Lightning may flash and thunder roll, but I will not desert my men. No man of mine will ever stay enslaved.”
“If you pay fair compensation for thievery and bloodguilt for men that lay in ambush of others,” Noah said, “then your men may be returned to you.”
“It was a Hunter that was slain,” Nimrod said.
Noah produced a rag, mopping his leathery face. With the aid of his staff, he slowly walked to Nimrod, to inches from him, staring him eyeball to eyeball. Noah whispered so only Nimrod could hear.
Nimrod retreated, with eyes like a wolf burned by fire. “We come in peace,” he shouted. Then he pushed through his men, as if to escape the old patriarch.
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Stars shone. Owls hooted. In the camp, the last fires flickered, with cloak-wrapped men sleeping around them. Ham and Noah slept in a tent, one of three. Hounds and spear-armed sentries prowled around the army perimeter. They ignored a man with apelike arms, who entered two of the tents, soon exiting, and who knelt by certain sleeping men. He shook their shoulders, whispering, soon moving on. One by one, these individuals slipped out of two of the tents—not the one where Ham and Noah slept—while others rose from around glowing embers. Each of these men left the army bivouac, unchallenged by the sentries, although the hounds bristled, until nudged by their masters. These men trekked through the woods and to a lone campfire surrounded by tall firs, well away from the main army. The crackling flames cast lurid, dancing shadows against the trees. They showed a dejected Kush sitting on a tree stump, with his hands clasped between his knees as he stared into the fire. His eyes were dull and his features torpid.
Menes, Put and Canaan joined him, as did Ashkenaz and Javan. Finally, Uruk came, the one who had wakened each.
“Are you well, brother?” Canaan asked.
Mechanically, Kush lifted his eyes. They looked haunted. Just as slowly, he lowered them, to stare at the flames.
The last man entered the fire’s light. He was athletic, strong, well knit, with a proud bearing.
“Hail, Nimrod,” Javan said.
With his vine baton, the Mighty Hunter saluted Javan, the grandfather of Semiramis. He nodded in turn to each of the elders and to the clan heads.
“What’s the purpose of this meeting?” Canaan asked. “Why the skullduggery?”
Nimrod turned to Kush, and gently said, “Father?”
Kush regarded him.
“What now, Father?” Nimrod asked. “Do we draw our daggers and fall upon Noah and Ham in their sleep, or should we toss fiery brands onto their tent and let them burn to death?”
Kush’s face threatened to crumple. He shook his head. “No, no, don’t even say such things.”
“I agree,” Menes said. “Why do you wish to slay Noah? I don’t understand.”
“If we slay Noah, we’re free,” Nimrod said. “Free of Jehovah and his stifling restrictions.”
Kush trembled. He shook his head more vigorously. “Don’t you understand? Jehovah protects Noah. We must leave Noah alone. At your peril, try to harm him.” Abruptly Kush stood. His eyes were no longer dull, no longer torpid, but wild and fearful. He blundered out of the firelight, crashing into the darkness, possibly heading back to camp.
Menes also rose to his imposing height. He was the tallest of the sons of Ham, smooth-skinned and slender, with large eyes. “This meeting is a farce. I’m going as well.”
“Wait,” Nimrod said. He studied the elders, the clan heads. “I don’t really suggest we slay Noah.”
“Then why did you just say that?” Menes asked.
“To show you the state of my father’s thinking.”
That surprised them, made them shift and made them edgy.
“All right,” Menes said. “The depth of Kush’s fear does seem excessive. Yet what we saw today was frightening. It certainly frightened me.”
Several of the others grunted in agreement.
“I’m not saying it wasn’t frightening,” Nimrod said.
“Then what are you saying?” Menes asked. “Perhaps it’s time you got to the point.”
“My father led us here,” Nimrod said. “He marshaled my Hunters and called out the levy of able-bodied men, marching us to Festival, taking us to war. On his authority he began this.”
“He is our leader,” Menes said. “He is our High Priest. He felt that it was right to do so.”
“He is our High Priest,” Nimrod said. “I’ll grant you that. But our leader…” Nimrod shook his head. “My father has lost his nerve. Oh, I’m not saying that tremendous pressures weren’t placed upon him. As our leader, the man with sole responsibility, I’m certain that dire forces came to rest on him today. Noah practiced an awful spell. We all saw it. It was unfair and underhanded of Noah to do that. But the point still is that at this most vital moment, my father wilted. He has surrendered his will to Noah.”
“Wait a moment,” Canaan said. “I heard you shouting ‘peace, peace’ just like Kush did. So let’s not take such a high-minded tone. It’s unbecoming.”
“Nimrod didn’t fall to his knees this afternoon,” Uruk rumbled. “He alone faced Noah unbowed. When every one of us fell to our knees or onto our faces, Nimrod stood tall. Perhaps he bore then on his shoulders the weight that defeated Kush.”
The elders and the clan heads stared at the monstrous Uruk. Perhaps they were surprised he spoke so earnestly, so well, so to the point.
“I attest to what Uruk says.” Old Javan grinned. “Our hulking Hunter doesn’t look like a speechmaker, I’ll grant you. But an observing mind rests behind his seemingly thick skull. Nimrod remained standing, just as Uruk says. Nimrod alone stood against Noah.”
Canaan blinked several times, taking a deep breath, as if he regained resolve. “So what? So Nimrod stood. Is anyone saying it’s significant?” He glanced at the others and then at the War-Chief. “I’m not trying to slight you, Nimrod. But Kush is our High Priest. He is our High Priest to the angel of Babel. That makes Kush our leader, a leadership that isn’t swept away because of a possible moment of weakness.”
“Wait a moment,” Uruk said. “The angel first appeared to Nimrod. I was with him. It was terrible. The glory of heaven shone upon us. And just like today, Gilgamesh and I collapsed, while Nimrod stood between us and the angel, between us and death.”
Canaan sneered. “Are you suggesting that here, this afternoon, Nimrod stood between us and death?”
“No,” Nimrod said. “Not death. But I did stand between Noah and you, between his designs for us.”
“Which is peace,” Canaan said, looking to the others. “That’s what Noah said. Who here calls Noah a liar?”
Nimrod laughed. “You’re no simpleton, Uncle Canaan. You know that Noah means different things than we do when he says peace. What he really means is an abandonment of Babel, of our Tower, of our building a name for ourselves and of building a new civilization. You know as well as I do that Noah pushes for our splitting into small family groups and hiking to distant lands. For reasons I cannot fathom, he’s jealous of what we’re achieving in Babel. Or perhaps he wants his famous curse to stick, thereby showing us how close he is to Jehovah. I shouldn’t think you’d want that, Uncle—the curse in effect, I mean.”
“Noah is close to Jehovah,” Canaan said. “This afternoon proves it. And to answer your question: no. I don’t want to be anyone’s slave. But it’s foolishness to kick against Jehovah. That’s what this afternoon showed, why perhaps Kush has become… Why he frets the way he does.”
Nimrod nodded, glancing at the elders, at the clan heads. “I’m not suggesting you kick against Jehovah, as you say. I’m not suggesting anything dangerous—at least not dangerous for any of you. I plan to take all the risks.” He let that sink in. “My father is the High Priest. Well, so be it. Despite what Uruk hints at, I have no desire for priesthood. I think, frankly, that religion has failed us in our hour of need. Where is our angel now?” Nimrod shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I am the War-Chief, the captain of the Hunters. I’ve learned that begging others for what you want is a poor second to taking it yourself through courage and boldness.”
“That’s madness,” Canaan said. “We don’t dare fight now. Noah made that very clear.”
“Did I say you should fight now?” Nimrod asked.
“No,” said Put, who watched Nimrod with his hawk-like gaze. His lean hands held a supple bow. He sat very straight. “You said we wouldn’t be taking any risks.”
“Exactly,” Nimrod said. “Let me face the dangers. It is clear my Uncle Canaan doesn’t want to. That’s fine with me. Facing danger is what I’ve trained for. It’s what I do. You elders and clan heads have learned the arts of law, of commerce and of farming and artistry, while I have hunted the deadly beasts. I have slain them, mingling my blood with theirs. Danger and death are nothing new to me. I am inured to the threat of it. Perhaps that is why I stood this afternoon when everyone else fell. The day the leviathan attacked us by surprise it was I who moved while everyone else stood frozen.” Nimrod shrugged. “It is my particular ability to be strong when others are weak. Thus, I will take the risks.”
“What do you plan?” Canaan asked, sounding subdued, no longer sneering.
“I am a Hunter,” Nimrod said, and with his Black Mane cloak, he seemed indeed like a lion, a king of beasts.
“You are a warrior,” Javan said.
Nimrod nodded. “A warrior must be flexible, ready to meet any challenge. I don’t know exactly what I’ll do, Uncle Canaan, or should I say how I will do it. But this is my goal: to free my men and win to Babel new immigrants.”
Canaan thought about it, finally saying, “Reasonable. But why this meeting, if you don’t mind my asking?”
Nimrod grinned. “For what I attempt, I need power.”
“Power?” Canaan asked.
“The power of leadership,” Nimrod said. “I am the War-Chief. Alas, our High Priest, our former leader, has failed us in our moment of crisis. Now what will you elders, you clan heads, do about it?”
The older men considered his words, studying the fire, glancing at each other. Put rose, tall, lean and scarred. “We’ve learned the value these past few years of following a strong man, a leader. The canals of Babel have taught us the worth of it. Many hands working under the guidance of one mind. But a leader must be strong-willed, filled with purpose. Such Nimrod seems to be. So I propose that Nimrod guide us here at Festival. That he wields the power of sole leadership.”
“And after Festival?” Canaan asked.
With his thin lips, Put almost smiled. “Let us see the outcome of Nimrod’s leadership. He has promised not to risk us, yet at the same time to free his men and gain more people for the city. Let us see if a War-Chief is superior to a High Priest.”
“I’m for it,” said Javan. “I’ve nothing against Kush, but it seems to me that he himself has laid down the reins of power. Let Nimrod pick them up.”
“Yes,” said Ashkenaz. “Agreed.”
Menes nodded. “Nimrod will lead us at Festival.”
Canaan looked around and finally shrugged. “So be it.”
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Back at Festival the next morning, as the sun rose, Odin unwound his sabertooth cloak, stretched and picked up a pole and line and headed to the lake. After a breakfast of fresh fish, he drifted back to the chariot, watching people stir. He sat on the chariot edge, took out a rag and began to polish his spearhead, looking up from time to time, a line creasing his forehead.
“Are you worried about what to do, about which side to take?”
An old woman with a shawl regarded him. He rose, dwarfing her, and bowed in respect for Ruth, the wife of Shem.
“I beg your pardon?” he said.
“You sit apart. Do you fear to become tainted by us?”
“Uh, no, but…”
“But you don’t want to be found mingling when Nimrod comes. Is that it?”
He peered at her, surprised. “You are wise.”
She chuckled. “It is elementary deduction, as my husband would say.” She grew serious. “Do you think Nimrod will slay Noah?”
He scrunched his thick eyebrows and soon shrugged.
“I believe it’s unlikely,” she said. “That being so, Noah will talk them out of their blood rage. So there will be no fight. So your worry is pointless.”
“Suppose Noah is slain by accident?”
She drew the shawl tighter. It made her seem smaller. “In that case, some of my sons will surely die, as will sons of Japheth and Ham.” She regarded him more closely. “You are a Japhethite but have lived with them. Where will you stand?”
“I am a Hunter,” he said.
“One of Nimrod’s Hunters?”
With his pudgy fingers, Odin dug in a pouch slung around his belly, drawing out a leather cord, with a nine-inch tooth dangling on the end.
“Is that a fabled dragon tooth?” Ruth asked.
“That’s right. Taken from the beast slain by Nimrod. I earned this, bleeding many times and facing danger against wolves, lions and bull elephants. It was given me in trust, and I took an oath.” Odin might have pursed his lips; it was impossible to tell under his bushy mustache. “Into Japheth’s line I was born. Through an act of will, I have become a Hunter of Babel.”
“Then let us hope Noah hasn’t been slain,” Ruth said.
“Agreed.”
“May I ask you a personal question?” she asked.
Odin dipped his head.
“Why did you warn us? Nimrod will surely not be pleased by it.”
Before he could answer, a loud clattering and a horn sounded. The horn blew low, flat, and long, and the sound came from behind the pines standing nearest the clearing.
Men shouted. People ran out of their tents, some with spears and others with bows. Dogs barked and children squealed.
The horn blew again, and from around a bend of pines, a four-donkey team ran pell-mell, dragging a bouncing cart. A woman flicked the reins. Her blonde-braided hair writhed like snakes, and her teeth flashed in a wild grin. She wore a short dress to her knees, with her arms bare. Beside her hulked a black-bearded brute, bigger than anyone Odin had ever seen. The giant wore a great sloth cap and a strange suit that winked golden whenever the sunlight touched it. The giant blew the horn a final time.
“Hilda,” whispered Odin, his eyes on the slender driver.
“And her father, Beor,” Ruth said. “Do you know them?”
Hilda brought the team to a skidding halt. Camp folk hurried to Beor, who jumped out of the chariot and clumped with a peg leg to a wooden platform.
“I met her at Mount Ararat,” Odin said, “several years ago.” He wrapped the leather cord around his fist, letting the dragon tooth hang across the back of his hand. Then he escorted Ruth to the growing excitement.
“They march to us,” Beor said, grim-faced, standing on the wooden platform, speaking to a growing crowd. His strange, reddish-golden suit seemed to be fashioned of copper, armor that hung past his waist, like something out of Antediluvian legends. He seemed powerful, incredibly warlike and wise in the ways of battle. The image was strengthened by the unstrung bow in his left hand, a huge weapon, fully six feet long. Odin had seen Beor use the giant bow before at Mount Ararat. When he shot it, Beor stuck out his left foot, his only foot. He rested the end of the six-foot bow against his foot, using it as an anchor, and he drew the bowstring, firing arrows fully three feet long. Such deadly arrows could penetrate shields, could splinter any three of them put together. Only a powerful warrior could wield such a terrible weapon.
“Did you see Noah?” Shem asked, his sons making room for him around the platform.
Beor hesitated.
“Speak up,” said Assur, a tall man beside Shem.
“I saw him,” Beor said. “Noah marched at their head. They’re about an hour away.”
“Did Noah march as a prisoner?” Assur asked.
“It didn’t seem so,” Beor said. “Noah seemed to lead them, although he leaned on Ham. Perhaps Noah has been wounded. It’s more than possible, I say, for Nimrod is sly, a master of deceit. Thus, this could be a trick, a trap. We must be prepared and meet them with a united front.”
Some looked frightened at the idea. A few scowled. Others nodded as they slapped daggers belted at their side or hefted spears or bows.
Shem sighed. “Yes. I’m afraid you’re right, Beor. Until we speak with Noah, it’s sensible to take precautions. I’d rather that Japheth and the rest of his sons were already here. Everyone must gather his or her weapons. We will meet them in a show of strength.”
Beor hopped off the platform. His armor jangled with a metallic jingle not quite like bells, but extraordinary just the same. He clumped with a group of men to some tables and benches, where they began to plan.
Odin dropped off Ruth and sauntered to where Hilda drove to a water trough. Some lads also followed, and they began unhitching the sweaty donkeys, letting them drink. Others brought a new team in replacement.
Hilda accepted a wooden ladle, sipping daintily despite her amazon garb. She squinted as Odin moved near, perhaps noticing him watching her.
“You, uh, really know how to drive them,” Odin said, no longer seeming quite so self-assured.
“Who are you?” she said. “You look familiar.”
“I’m Odin, grandson of Ashkenaz. I, uh, met you at Ararat several years ago.”
She scrutinized his face before smiling. “Yes. You went north, I thought.”
He nodded, grinning.
“You let your bread grow, I see,” she said.
He beamed. He was proud of his beard.
“So what do you know about chariot driving?” she asked.
He pointed to the one parked under a tree.
Her smile vanished. “You came with Ham?”
He nodded.
Her gaze roved up and down his torso. “What’s that?” she snapped, pointing at the dragon tooth dangling across the back of his pudgy hand.
“A tooth.”
“I can see that,” Hilda said. “Where’d you get it?”
“Uh, Nimrod gave it to me.”
She stiffened and grasped her dagger hilt. “You’d better leave before I shout for Gog and he comes and breaks your back.”
The transformation startled Odin.
Hilda whirled around and stomped to where her father sat.
Odin watched her, liking what he saw, but still perplexed. He noticed that a thick-necked youth, a heavy lad with a rich cloak and shiny wristbands, watched him from among Beor’s men. Was that Gog? He looked tough.
“I don’t think she likes you,” a boy said, one watering the donkeys.
Odin tugged at his beard, beginning to suspect the same thing.
Hilda reached the tables, pointing back at him. Beor scowled, turning, drawing an axe.
The lad watering the donkeys whistled, tugging his charges away from the trough and away from Odin.
Odin butted Gungnir onto the ground, trying to keep calm even as sweat prickled his armpits. Beor’s men followed the big man.
“There’s a Hunter among us,” Beor shouted, as he pointed his axe at Odin. “A spy!”
Odin wondered on the wisdom of holding his ground. Then he saw Ruth leading Shem and Assur. The two groups converged at him.
“We must bind this ruffian,” Beor said. “He’s one of Nimrod’s scoundrels.”
“No,” Ruth said. “He drove Ham here to warn us.”
Beor eyed him coldly, while Gog pushed through to the forefront. 
“We must meet Babel’s army in strength,” Beor said. “While we do so we cannot let spies roam free.”
“Did you hear what I said?” asked Ruth. “He drove Ham here to warn us. He’s on our side.”
Beor eyed Odin. “You’ll march with us, then?”
Odin nodded.
“Without stabbing any of us in the back?” Beor growled.
Odin scanned the throng. He’d didn’t like Beor’s tone. “If I decide to kill you, I’ll do it face to face.”
Beor was much bigger, with massive shoulders and magnificent armor. He smiled grimly, nodding, perhaps admiring Odin’s guts. Then the huge man motioned to his men. “It’s time to get ready. Time to show the Babel Horde what fear is.”
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The two hosts met on an open hill surrounded by forest. Ham and a feverish Noah, together with Nimrod, worked toward Shem, Assur and Beor in his chariot.
Everyone noticed Beor and his armor. Ham hadn’t seen the like since Antediluvian times. He knew something of the work it took to make such a suit. As metals went, copper was soft, but an armor suit of it was superior to the leather jerkins many in Babel’s army wore. The style of Beor’s armor was called fish scale. Each triangular piece was cut from a sheet of copper, with tiny holes punched in each base. The first row of scales was stitched onto soft leather or onto a heavy cloth tunic, starting with the bottom row. The next row overlapped the first like tiles on a roof. It made for flexible armor.
Unfortunately, in battle and during regular use, the scales could easily catch and snag, while small points such as daggers and spearheads could get under the scales. Before donning such a suit, a man put on a tunic of wool or leather padding to absorb weapon blows and to keep the metal from chaffing.
The two parties met, Nimrod smiling and affable, Beor squinting as if looking for traps. They met, agreed to peace but not the terms for Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri.
Nimrod lost his smile, and Beor looked ready to leap out his chariot and brain the Mighty Hunter with an axe. But Noah groaned, swaying, looking as if he might pitch over. That ended the meeting and officially began Festival.
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Two nights later, Noah sat shivering on a mat in Shem’s tent. He was wrapped in blankets and sipped Ruth’s concoction, cradling the steaming mug in his big hands. A pale hue discolored Noah’s cheeks and he wheezed with a wet rattle in his chest. He claimed it was simply a lingering cold, nothing to worry about.
With silver tongs, Shem poked coals in an open brazier, warming his hands over them as he studied his father. Ham sat on a nearby stool.
“Nimrod speaks of peace and love, but he only honors Jehovah from the teeth outward,” complained Noah. “The rest of him is craft and planned malice. He’s a serpent, beguiling whomever he speaks to.”
“Show the others who he really is,” Ham suggested.
Noah began coughing, an ugly sound. Ruth knelt beside him, pulling the blankets tighter around his shoulders.
“Nimrod is clever,” Noah whispered. “If someone halts one avenue of his plan, he detours around them. I fear that he sways many by his dream of Babel. And I fear that many have grown tired of listening to me and following Jehovah’s ways.”
Ham fidgeted with his jacket, finally daring to ask, “What is wrong with Babel? Shinar seems like the land of plenty, and surely Jehovah will be pleased by a monument.”
“Jehovah loves obedience more than sacrifice,” Noah whispered. He coughed and wheezed afterward. “Is the Tower being built to Jehovah? Surely not with this idolatry of the angel of the sun.” Noah brushed aside Ruth’s hands. “I fear for the citizens of Babel. I urge you, my son, not to return to the city.”
“I must return,” Ham said. “Rahab is there, and there live my children.”
“Take who you can out of Babel,” Noah warned. “Maybe not this year, and maybe not in five, but Jehovah will judge the city and all who live in it.” Noah coughed harder than ever, groaning afterward.
“I’ll stay with him,” Ruth said. “You two go to the recital.”
 





 
41.
 
As they readied themselves, the tent flap drew back and Japheth and Europa entered. Japheth halted at the sight of Ham. His mouth twitched, whether in distaste or at a private joke was impossible to tell.
It made Ham bristle just the same.
“Brothers,” Japheth said.
Shem greeted him gladly, hugging Europa first and then Japheth. Both of them wore rich robes and hats, and had dirty, travel-stained sandals. Europa was still beautiful, although she seemed smaller than Ham remembered. Japheth, had he always had such a ready sneer, with lines pulling down at his mouth?
“Is father well?” Japheth asked.
Ruth shook her head.
After further pleasantries, Shem held open the tent-flap, and the three brothers stepped outside. Tents had sprouted everywhere, and as the sun set, people moved to the wooden platform where torches flickered atop poles. People threw down mats and spoke with their neighbors, waiting.
“It seems that your children have drawn Noah out at last,” Japheth told Ham. “I wonder if to his death?”
“You’re blaming Noah’s condition on me?” Ham asked.
“Back in your city of Babel, Kush raved like a lunatic, did he not?” Japheth asked. “He started the old feud all over again, only this time with daggers and spears. Luckily, Noah showed up, throwing a bucket of water over the mad dog.”
“Your children started this,” Ham said.
Japheth raised an eyebrow.
“They enslaved Gilgamesh and the others.”
“But you’re misinformed,” Japheth said. “Beor captured them. Beor, he’s another of your fine ruffians. He’s a warlike man, trained in warlike, Hamite ways. It’s true that several of my sons sing Beor’s praise, Magog most of all, but the others condemn him as a troublemaker. It’s hard to know which is right. But one thing has become clear: Beor’s choice to keep Nimrod’s bravoes as slaves only escalated the affair. Really, Ham, you must understand by now, it’s your boys that always overreact. Surely, even you can see that.”
Ham’s desire to strike Japheth almost overpowered his restraint.
“Beor is a good lad,” Shem said. “He follows Noah’s ways.”
“I don’t recall Noah ever taking captives,” Japheth said.
“Bah!” Ham said. He managed a curt nod before stomping to the platform. There were a hundred things he would have liked to tell his brother. In fact, he considered going back and telling him. Then he heard, as it were, the soothing words that Rahab would tell him if she were here. Things were bad enough. He didn’t need to start a fistfight with Japheth. Besides, maybe Japheth had a point. It was his offspring who had started all this. He rubbed his jaw. Why did it always have to be his children that went awry?
He drifted to the platform, standing in the back as girls in turn went on stage to sing or young men to juggle or to show them dogs who did tricks. The audience clapped, cheered, and laughed at the various antics. Festival was a grand time, when all the children of Noah reunited and traded gossip and goods and marriageable sons and daughters. That disaster had been averted—war—delighted almost everyone. Beor’s armor was talked about as well as what would now happen to Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri. The captives, “the slaves,” as some whispered, hadn’t yet been seen. Rumor had it that Beor kept them in a secret camp. How Nimrod would free them, without giving up the incomparably beautiful Semiramis, was something everyone was dying to know.
Nimrod and Semiramis presently watched from a mat. She looked stunning, with a golden collar around her throat and a silver comb in her hair. She smiled, and the two of them held hands as they watched.
Minos, her brother, now made his way to the platform. He, too, looked good, smiling, making hearts melt. Evil rumors swirled around him, but the fine cloak he wore and the clean woolen tunic and the gold band around his forehead matched the golden harp under his arm. He walked onto the platform, flicked back his cape and sat on a stool. He had stage presence. He smiled and strummed his harp.
He sang with a brilliant voice, loud and melodious, and it was a captivating song. Almost from the beginning, people leaned forward, the better to hear. Ham sidled closer, finally squatting, and nodding as Minos sang. The poet told a mournful tale, of people surrounded and besieged by mighty beasts. Wherever they went, the beasts of the field stalked them. Lions, wolves and sabertooth cats, there was no end to the strange monsters that filled the land. Even dragons that breathed fire…ah, would these people be able to survive?
Slowly, the song began to change. It told of a man, a hunter, a warrior of the field, who would not submit to the beasts of prey. He challenged fate; he challenged the idea that men should fear these monsters. He fashioned for himself a bow and straight arrows, and he recruited like-minded men, Hunters, to stalk these evil creatures and bring peace to the earth.
At the song’s height, Minos chanted this warrior’s name: Nimrod the Mighty Hunter. The dragon, Black Mane the Lion, the leviathan who ate Anu, Nimrod had faced each, killing or driving them back into the murky depths. Nimrod Victorious! The champion of man! His Hunters made the earth safe for humanity. Nimrod! Nimrod! Nimrod the Mighty Hunter!
The song ended. Firelight flickered off Minos’s sweaty face. He lifted his handsome head and peered at the crowd. “Nimrod. Tell us about Babel. Share your dream with us.”
Because Minos asked, or so it seemed to Ham, the women clamored for Nimrod.
Reluctantly, pushed by beautiful Semiramis, Nimrod rose. People clapped, cheered and whistled, and he grinned, moving to the stage.
Minos bowed. “Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, I greet you.”
Nimrod clasped Minos’s hand, and he turned to the crowd. “None can match Minos, the poet of Festival.”
The cheering, whistling, and clapping was the loudest of the night. People leapt to their feet, giving Minos an ovation.
As they resumed their places, Nimrod paced back and forth across the platform, his Black Mane cloak swirling. He seemed like a tiger. He turned. His handsome face was a match perhaps for even Minos, and he began by picturing the bounty of Babel. He told of its security from predators and the great monument they built to the glory of Jehovah. He assured all that the citizens of the city thrived physically first, and then emotionally, artistically and spiritually. The Euphrates ensured a constant supply of water, and the soil was Eden-like. The fruitfulness allowed them time to mediate upon the higher qualities of life, not just grub for existence and die under the rending claws of ferocious beasts.
Beor jumped up, with his beard bristling. “You built a city, eh? But Jehovah has told us to obey Him first. The Lord Jehovah has decreed that man should fill the Earth. Each family must obey Jehovah and set out for points faraway, and there subdue the land, trusting in the protection of the Rainbow Promise.”
“Certainly, Beor,” Nimrod said. “I in no way disagree with you.”
Beor’s perplexity caused many to chuckle, which made him scowl fiercely.
“We must fill the Earth,” agreed Nimrod. “But cannot we alter the timing just a little? First, let us build a Tower to the glory of Jehovah, a monument that will please our Creator and ensure that we are not forgotten in the ages to come. Let us make a city where men can buy supplies and good weapons and retreat to as a place of refuge. For isn’t it wiser to colonize from a central base, lest the beasts devour us, as Minos has sung about? Do we wish for mankind to forget about us? Oh, if only you could all see Babel, could all see the Tower. Then you would all understand the glory and honor we do to the Immortal Creator.”
“You spout fancies,” Beor said, “to hide your disobedience to Jehovah.”
“How can you say that?” Nimrod asked. “Minos asked that I share my vision. So I do. What I say isn’t disobedience. I see a string of cities populating Shinar. Oh, if any wish to join us there, they are most welcome. Many hands make the load light. In no way are the best fields and the best sites already occupied. Too much of this land of plenty lies fallow and unused. Every clan, whether of Japheth, Shem or Ham, can set up in splendor and behind thick, protecting walls. If you think that an idle boast, ask Ashkenaz, son of Gomer, if we have done right by his clan. Speak to Javan, a son of Japheth. There is no favoritism in Babel, despite what a few malcontents have said about us. Hard work is rewarded. Valor is admired, whether you are our cousin or our brother. Oh, let us forge a united empire in Shinar, and then let the empire spread out over the Earth. As one, we will ensure peace. As one, we will subdue the Earth and fill it. And no longer will beasts stalk us. Never again, I say. We will stalk them and make the Earth safe for any maiden or child. He or she will be able to walk the breadth of the Earth with a pot of meat, never fearing a wolf or lion springing from cover and devouring them.”
“No!” Beor said. “You lie with fair words and trickery.”
Nimrod smiled softly. “Not all agree with me, I see. But for the sake of my men, men cruelly enslaved, I will forbear and let these insults pass. In any case, that is my vision, the vision of Babel. All I ask is that you consider it.”
“Let the insults pass?” Beor shouted. “It is I who let them pass. I, who Hunters tried to ambush and kill. Instead of slaying them, as was my right, I captured them.”
“You slew Olympus, a Japhethite.”
“Say rather, a man of Babel.”
Nimrod studied the big man. “Ah, Beor, I fear that now isn’t the time to weigh our differences. Let us enjoy Festival a little longer. Too soon, we will have to finish this.” Nimrod lifted his hands toward Semiramis.
She stood, smiling. It was dazzling. She walked like a queen, stepping onto the stage. Nimrod clasped hands with her.
“Consider well, Beor, what I may offer you in order to gain the release of my men.”
Beor swallowed.
It was obvious to Ham, and perhaps to many others, too, that Beor yet loved Semiramis.
“You know my conditions,” Beor said in a husky tone.
Nimrod smiled sadly. And together with Semiramis, he stepped off the stage, moved through the crowd and headed to their tent.
 





 
42.
 
Europa examined the Hamite camp. She noted the fine weapons, their method of stacking them and the uniform shields. She listened to her grandsons who had watched the Hamite army in motion, who had arrived earlier, as Japheth and the bulk of the Japhethites had been late.
Oh, she had warned them of the folly of that.
The grandsons had spoken in awe of the Hamite formation, its uniformity and its apparent militancy. Because of her husband’s dithering, the sons of Shem and Japheth hadn’t united at the critical moment. Kush could have beaten the Shemites, would have beaten them but for Noah.
At the recital, she had watched Beor with his peg leg. Oh, yes, he had a wonderful suit of armor. But he was nothing like handsome Nimrod, magnetic Nimrod. And Semiramis, now there was a queen. The two burned with ambition. She sensed it from them. The children from those two half Japhethites, she told herself.
Yes, Japheth and Ham didn’t get along. Yet Ham didn’t get along with Kush and Nimrod. And these ideas she had just heard, of a tower and rebuilding civilization, these were noble dreams. Perhaps she should talk with Magog, counsel him about Gog. Gog, a prince of a Japhethite, they said he was in love with Hilda. But young men fell in love all the time. A different Hamite girl might be the answer. She had plans for Gog, a king born, a man of honor, one who, in time and with training, could surely lead warriors in battle. She had been waiting for one like Gog.
Europa sensed flux this Festival, motion, shifts in destiny. Noah had stopped the slaughter, but Noah was sick, feverish, perhaps he was dying. His ways were the old ones. The new ways of Babel—Babel was a sign, a portent and certainly the path of things to come.
Europa decided to study, to watch and to wait, and then, at the right moment, to urge her husband and sons to choose the winning side. Finally, after all these years of drudgery in an empty world, the games of kings and kingdoms had arrived.
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After Minos’s song and the sharing of Nimrod’s dream, Odin brooded. Nothing had worked right since leaving Babel, since letting Ham talk him into racing here to warn the others. Hilda hadn’t swooned to him, and Nimrod… He needed to perform a feat of daring to win his way back into Nimrod’s good graces. Or, he had to captivate Hilda. Within his beard, Odin grinned. Sure. He’d explain to her why he’d come. He’d make her understand. He’d tell her how awful she and her father had been treated in the Zagros Settlement and that he hadn’t been around back then. Ah, she had such a beautiful smile. He wondered why other girls couldn’t smile like that.
So as the night’s festivities wound down, Odin faded into the forest, waiting patiently as only a Hunter could.
In time, he watched a Scout pick his way, pausing often, looking around and then gliding through the underbrush. The man was good. Odin knew he was better. For a half-hour, they played this game in the moonlight.
Then, through the trees, he spied a fire. Odin sank to a knee. The tall pines and the stately oaks grew thick here, with many bushes. He smelled the wood smoke and avoided staring at the flickering fire lest he lose his night-sight. It was dark under the trees, with thick pools of blackness sprinkled about and stabbing rays of moonlight in others. Crickets chirped. Somewhere to his left, a bat screeched.
Slowly, with Gungnir in his hands, Odin crept toward the camp. He heard voices, quiet talking, and in time, he heard the crackling flames. He froze, with his hand inches from a twine line.
A trap!
Clever Scouts.
Odin eased back, sweat prickling his neck. A fierce thrill swept through him. This was a game to his liking. He suppressed the thrill, concentrating on woodcraft, on outsmarting the Scouts. Circling the trap, forcing himself to sense others, he moved on all fours closer, closer…
A man hid behind the next tree. The fellow sighed, and then he bit into an apple. The crunch was loud and the chewing almost as much.
Odin He kept moving, avoiding the tree, telling himself he should first learn more about this place if he planned to go back to Nimrod. Finally, he sidled behind a mossy rock, peeking up. The sight amazed him.
Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri sat in a wooden cage, their necks and wrists yoked within heavy blocks of oak. Each of them looked morose, with shaggy beards and disheveled clothes. Nearby, the fire flickered, with a mouth-watering hog spit over it. The aroma made Odin’s belly rumble, making him wince and glance sharply at the others. None of those around the fire seemed to have heard his stomach. They sat hunched around the fire like trolls, muttering about Nimrod, about what Beor was going to do to him.
Odin counted five, six if he included the apple-eating sentry hidden behind him. Hilda, sitting on a log, combed her hair. She was beautiful. The tough-looking man with the bronze wristbands moved a heavy arm, explaining a wrestling hold. Gog, he heard one of them call him. Gog looked strong. He spoke enthusiastically about this year’s Festival wrestling championship.
Hilda smiled at Gog. Her eyes shone.
Gog laughed, saying, “And after the championship, Hilda and I will be married.”
The grin slipped from Odin. He eased behind his rock, thinking, imagining what it would be like walking into the main Festival camp with Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri. He’d take them right to Nimrod’s tent, saying, “Here they are.” Then he’d turn and saunter away, letting Gilgamesh recount the tale for Nimrod, how Odin had walked into this forest hideaway and beaten up five Scouts. Wasn’t he the Spear Slayer? What would look best to the girl? What would get her attention?
He grinned, grunted, stood and watched them. He took a step, two. Hilda, in mid-stroke with a brush, looked up.
“Hello again,” Odin said.
The effect was electric. From within the cage Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri gaped. The Scouts leaped to their feet.
“I couldn’t help smelling the pork,” Odin said. “Figured I’d come over and ask for a bite.” He leaned on his spear, watching them, listening for the sentry. Let them think he was a fool.
Gog stepped to Hilda, being protective.
“What did you do to Yorba?” Hilda asked.
“The man eating his apple?” Odin asked.
“Yorba!” Hilda shouted.
“You don’t need to get excited,” Odin said, letting his eyes get that sleepy look. No one expected anything from a dullard. Let them get relaxed and get careless.
“We can’t let him go back,” Gog said.
Hilda glanced at Gog. She looked scared. “This is Festival.”
“We won’t harm him,” Gog said. “Just not let him go back.”
Odin heard this Yorba behind him. The man halted. “Who’s he?” Yorba asked.
“A Hunter,” Gog said. “One you let slip past.”
Odin yawned, and he saw Gilgamesh motioning with his eyes. He smiled, nodding at Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh shook his head in despair.
“Are you going to ask me to eat or not?” Odin asked.
Hilda and Gog exchanged glances.
Odin heard Yorba step close. Then Gilgamesh shouted a warning. Odin wished Gilgamesh hadn’t done that as he twirled Gungnir and savagely thrust it back, the butt grinding into Yorba’s stomach. The other Scouts yelled, leaping to their feet. Odin twirled Gungnir again. The vibration in his hands, of stout wood hitting skulls, told the story, and them dropping one, two and three. A fourth tripped and landed in the fire. The Scout screamed, rolling out. Then a desperate fellow, one he’d already hit, grabbed Gungnir. It took Odin a moment to stomp on the fellow’s foot. But in that time another of them got too close. It took a hard thump with his elbow to knock that one away. Then Gog struck his arm with one of those bronze wristbands. It made Odin’s arm go numb. Another Scout hurled a rock. Odin grunted, and he dropped Gungnir.
“Get back,” Gog shouted at the others.
For just a moment, Odin debated running. The information of this hideaway was what really counted. Then he saw Hilda’s worried look. Was it for him? Gog laid a hand on his arm. The man’s grip was crushing.
Odin was strong. He was a good wrestler. He knew cunning moves. After a brief flurry of grapples, countermoves and heavy breathing, he knew Gog was better.“Hurry,” gasped Gog. “Get twine.”
Odin struggled. Gog tightened the hold. Odin groaned. It felt like his back was going to snap. Gog was incredible. Scouts knelt around him, tying twine to his wrists.
 





 
44.
 
The archery contest this morning had narrowed down to Put and Beor. Ham stood beside his brothers. They were the judges and stood parallel to a single, hay-backed target at the end of a long, thin field, with oak trees rustling leaves ten paces behind the black-clothed target. On either side of the lane, there stood towering firs, with people lining under the trees to watch. At the head of the seventy-pace lane stood Put and Beor, deciding who would shoot first.
“It’s interesting when you think about it,” Ham said.
“What is?” asked Shem.
Ham grinned at Japheth as he said, “That the two finalists are Hamites.”
Japheth sniffed, with a bored look, his nose in the air.
“Ah,” Shem said. “It seems they’ve decided.”
Put stepped forth, and smoothly, seemingly effortlessly, drew his bowstring, aimed and let fly. The arrow zoomed, hissing, striking the target with a meaty thwack!
The three brothers, the elders of humanity, moved to the hay-backed target.
“Beautiful,” Ham said.
“Practically dead center,” Shem said.
“Hmm,” Japheth said. He knelt, pulled out a stick and measured the amount that the arrow was within the black target circle. He drew out the arrow, handing it to Ham.
They walked back, Ham fingering the fletching, noticing that Put used hawk feathers.
Put stepped back, and Beor clumped up with his giant bow. All talking along the lane ceased. Beor thrust his foot out, anchored the bottom end of his bow to it and drew the bowstring. He held it one second, two. Then the arrow flashed with sickening speed. Like a blur, it slapped into the hay target, the three-foot arrow sinking halfway down to its feathers.
People roared.
“Amazing,” Japheth said. “What a fine example of primitive strength.”
“I’d say he’s won,” Ham said.
Shem nodded.
“Let’s make it official,” Japheth said, squatting again, using the same measuring stick. “Yes. Beor wins.” This time, Japheth didn’t bother working out the arrow.
Ham noticed that the feathers were black, those of a raven.
“We have a victor,” shouted Japheth, “Beor, son of Canaan.”
The roars erupted once more. Put and Beor shook hands, and that seemed to delight the people.
The victory medallions would be handed out the last day of Festival. Now it was time to test pies. The women had been baking all morning, and the smell of them drifted on the breeze.
As Ham strolled with Shem and Japheth, he noticed Beor gathering his archery equipment. The big man clumped alone in his odd gait on a different path, leading away from the main Festival grounds. Unseen by Beor, Semiramis detached herself from her group and glanced around. She headed down the same path, seemingly after Beor.
That’s odd, thought Ham. But he refrained from following. What could the two of them possibly say to one another?
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As she hurried down the path, Semiramis touched up her hair, setting the silver comb just so. She wore a long gown, one that hugged her figure, with the golden collar adding to her beauty. She’d sat an hour this morning before her mirror, applying henna, malachite eye shadow and ointments to her skin. She forced a smile, her heart beating quickly. Once, years ago, Beor had two legs and little of his present bitterness. He had been kind, if not very handsome, and she had even gotten along with Hilda. Oh, he’d blustered about and made much of his slaying of a great sloth. She could have put up with that. But he made her work like a scullion, and he’d seemed to have so little ambition other than tramping about the woods with his Scouts.
Then along had come Nimrod, young, handsome Nimrod with his restless ambition and wild promises. Who had seduced whom? She shrugged. It hardly mattered anymore. Oh, Nimrod hiked through the woods with his Hunters, and he boasted endlessly about slaying this beast or that. It was all very boring and tedious. But he didn’t foist brats on her or force her to act like a drudge. He aimed high, promising that she’d become a queen.
As she saw Beor’s broad back, her smile became feral. Her memories included that wild chariot ride; the vile promises she’d made herself then.
“Beor!”
He turned, the archery champion, and his eyebrows rose.
She had cost him a leg. Now, as she batted her eyes, she cast a net for his soul. “Oh, Beor, I just had to speak with you. You were wonderful just now, simply wonderful.”
Despite his eagerness—she saw it on his face—he glanced behind her.
She used a dazzling smile, holding out her hands to him. “Can I speak with you? Will you permit it?”
He looked into her eyes.
She held him with them. Men were so easily trapped. He smiled, and he patted his beard.
“Beor…”
“Semiramis. This is a surprise.”
She halted several feet from him. She folded her arms under her breasts, pushing them up. He glanced at them. Her dress was low cut.
“Where’s Nimrod?” he asked, his voice husky.
She shrugged.
“Won’t he be upset when he finds out you spoke with me?”
“Nimrod speaks with elders, with clan heads, urging them to visit Babel.”
Beor nodded slowly. “Why did you follow me?”
“You’ve laid out as a condition for the return of his men that Nimrod hand me back to you. That must mean you still care for me.”
He blushed, his eyes burning, and he took a step nearer.
“You must think of me often,” she said.
It seemed he couldn’t speak.
“I think of you,” she said. “I think of you often.”
“Nimrod claims he won’t let you go.”
She shrugged.
“I watched you last night,” he said, “when you went up to him on stage.
“Nimrod is a hard taskmaster. I must do his bidding to perfection or he beats me.”
“So you’ve finally discovered that he’s cruel as well as vain.”
“Yes,” she said, in a small voice.
Beor studied her, taking another step nearer. “You were my wife, Semiramis.”
“You divorced me.”
“At spear point,” he said.
“Beor,” she said, crossing the distance between them, holding out her hands. She saw emotions war in his eyes. “Beor,” she whispered, rubbing his arm, surprised that he didn’t envelop her in a hug. “I miss you. I’m sorry for what happened between us.”
He swallowed, frowning, scowling.
“Oh, Beor,” she whispered, touching his face. “I was cruel and mean, a wasp, stinging the one that I loved.”
“Did you love me?”
“Oh yes, Beor. Yes.”
“What if Nimrod gave you up? Could you love me again?”
“You know I could.”
His gaze narrowed.
She hung her head.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I’m afraid,” she said. “I’m afraid of Nimrod. He will never let me go.”
A thick finger lifted her chin. A soft smile greeted her. “You can’t understand how much I want to take you into my arms. How often I’ve longed to do so. But you are his wife now. I will not commit adultery.”
She opened her mouth.
He put a finger on her lips. “Listen to me. I will do this lawfully. I will force Nimrod to give you up.”
“Impossible.”
“No,” he said. “It’s—” He looked past her and his features hardened. He stepped back, reaching for a hatchet thrust through his belt.
Semiramis turned. Nimrod, with Uruk and several others stood on the path.
“Well, well, well,” Nimrod said. He laughed in an ugly way.
Beor glanced at Semiramis. “You tricked me.”
“No,” she said, with her hand before her mouth.
Grim suspicion swam in Beor’s eyes. He looked at Nimrod again, who marched nearer. Beor’s fist tightened around his axe haft.
Nimrod drew a dagger, a thick-bladed weapon. Behind him, Hunters also unlimbered daggers and axes.
Semiramis whirled around, rushing toward Nimrod. “No! It was my fault. I followed him. Blame me if you’re going to blame anyone. But don’t do anything to Beor.”
Nimrod struck her with the back of his hand. “Treacherous wife, racing after my enemy like a bitch in heat.”
Beor lurched nearer.
Nimrod laughed again, bracing himself, with his Hunters fanning out beside him.
Beor stopped. Rage mixed with suspicion.
“She’s my wife,” Nimrod said.
“You treat her no better than a dog,” Beor said.
Semiramis wept on the path, her spilled hair hiding her face.
Nimrod spat at her. “Faithless wife.”
“Do you give her up?” Beor said.
Nimrod sneered. “I give up nothing. But, I’ll wager her.”
“Wager how?”
“Tomorrow, in the wrestling pit,” Nimrod said. “I’ll wager her against my captured Hunters. The winner of three throws takes all.”
“Semiramis against Gilgamesh, Enlil, Zimri and Odin?” Beor asked.
“Odin?” Nimrod asked. “What do you mean: Odin?”
“Last night, he tried to free your three Hunters on his own. Now he’s joined them.”
Nimrod glanced at Uruk. Uruk raised his hands in an I-don’t-know-anything-about-this gesture. “Yes,” Nimrod said, “I want Odin back as well.”
Beor seemed to consider. “You’d wrestle a one-legged man?”
“Pick any champion you desire,” Nimrod said, “although I thought you considered yourself the most dangerous man on Earth. But if you fear to face me, so be it.”
A crafty smile light Beor’s face. “Any champion?” he asked.
“Those are my terms.”
“Before the elders you will swear to abide by them?”
“Of course,” Nimrod said. “Who is your champion?”
“Are you worried, Mighty Hunter? Are you reconsidering?”
Anger flashed across Nimrod’s face. “You’ve heard my terms.”
Beor studied Nimrod for such a long time that Semiramis looked up from the path. “Tomorrow then,” Beor said, in a clipped tone. “Tomorrow you will finally be paid back for your treacherous theft.” Then he limped away in his odd gait.
Only when Beor was well down the trail and out of sight did Nimrod kneel and help Semiramis to her feet. Before his Hunters, he said softly, “I beg your forgiveness for striking you, my love. You were marvelous.”
With a cloth, she wiped spittle out of her hair. A red welt, where he had hit her, still branded her cheek.
“Strike me if it will help you feel better,” Nimrod said.
A loud slap left her handprint on his face.
“You’d better win this match, Mighty Hunter,” she said.
He towered before her, taking her hands between his, holding them against his chest. “No man will ever have you but me.” He kissed her, forcing her head back to the lusty shouts of his Hunters.
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All Festival turned out for the wrestling contest. Word of it spread like wildfire. In front of Japheth, Shem and Ham, the terms had been stated and qualified. The bout would consist of three throws: the shoulder or back of an opponent touching the ground would constitute a successful throw. That, or forcing an opponent’s foot outside the circle. Ties weren’t allowed. On the second win for either wrestler, the person or persons stated in the wager must cross the line to the other side.
With their hands bound behind their backs, Gilgamesh, Enlil, Zimri and Odin stood on one side of the line. Semiramis, in her most costly gown, stood on the other.
Beor gave a speech concerning the Hunters’ various crimes, letting all Festival hear. Nimrod disputed the alleged faults, but the elders overruled him. After giving evidence, Beor waived his rights to these four if his champion were defeated. Nimrod stated in much fewer words that Semiramis, his beloved, staked her matrimony for the good of the Hunters. Murmurs arose against such a barbarous wager. Nimrod thereupon said he did this in order to quash the base rumor that Semiramis had become his wife in some wrongful manner. Jehovah would prove it by letting the righteous one win.
Thereupon Nimrod stripped off his lion cloak, handing it to Uruk. His skin rippled with muscles, with grace.
Beor’s champion doffed his cloak and removed two bronze wristbands. Heavily limbed Gog strode to his side of the pit. He was shorter than Nimrod, but more thickly built, with a wide neck and heavy shoulders. He seemed like a bear versus a tiger.
Chin, son of Zidon, hurried to Nimrod. “Back out,” Chin hissed.
Nimrod scowled at his cousin.
“This is Gog,” Chin said. “Gog the Wrestler. In a hundred years, there hasn’t been one like him. The best wrestlers of Japheth Land have taught him every skill. Each of them, Gog has beaten in turn. Beor has tricked you.”
“I hear they call you the Mighty Hunter,” Gog said from across the pit. “It is an honor to wrestle you.”
Shem broke away from his brothers and stepped into the pit. “I disprove of this match. But my brothers outvoted me, and they begged me to referee it. Reluctantly I do this. Gog, Nimrod, there will be no biting, no eye gouging, no hitting with a closed fist and no hair pulling. To do any of these reprehensible acts will cost you the match. The winner of three throws will be declared the victor. Are you agreed to these rules?”
“I am,” Nimrod said.
Gog nodded.
“At the clap of my hands, you will advance,” Shem said. “At any second clap you will retreat to your end of the circle. The wagers are set, which I also disprove of. We should let law decide this.” He shrugged. “You have both agreed to these terms?”
They both said yes.
“Come, shake hands,” Shem said.
Gog stalked near, as did Nimrod. Each wore a loincloth. They shook hands, blond-haired Gog smiling. Each man had a big hand, although Nimrod winced at Gog’s grip.
“Retreat back to your ends,” Shem said.
Beor whispered last minute instructions to Gog.
Nimrod shook his hand, and he glanced at Chin.
Chin whispered, “It’s not too late.”
“Too late for what?” whispered Menes, who had agreed to coach Nimrod.
Nimrod studied Gog. The youth seemed made for wrestling. Nimrod frowned.
“He is Magog Village’s champion,” rumbled Uruk. “He will be dangerous.”
“Be wary of his hands,” Chin said. “His grip, I hear, is all powerful.”
Nimrod’s lips drew back. Win or lose, he couldn’t back out now.
Shem clapped his hands.
Warily, like a stalking tiger, Nimrod moved to the center of the pit. Gog likewise advanced, crouched, with his arms weaving like pythons.
Nimrod faked a lunge. Gog dropped his left arm. Nimrod backpedaled, his eyes gleaming. Gog followed flatfooted. Nimrod roared, lunging again, swiftly. Hands slapped each other’s arms with meaty thuds. They pushed. Their chests touched. Gog grit his teeth, straining. Nimrod snarled. The skin under each other’s hands turned white. Gog snaked an ankle behind Nimrod’s right foot. He shoved. Nimrod tottered back, but at the last moment, Nimrod twisted and Gog bellowed, leaving his feet. Gog struck the sand with his shoulder an instant before Nimrod fell on top of him.
Shem clapped his hands. 
Nimrod leaped up, his face wreathed with smiles. Gog rose, too, scowling. Each man retreated to his side.
“I judge the first round won by Nimrod,” Shem said.
A roar rose from the watching Hunters.
Beor whispered hotly to Gog, who neither nodded nor shook his head nor said a word. He stared at Nimrod, flexing his fingers.
At Nimrod’s end, Uruk praised him.
Shem clapped his hands.
Breathing hard, Nimrod stalked back into the pit.
With teeth bared, Gog stomped toward him. His fingers continually flexed. They were thick fingers, strong and dangerous.
Nimrod thrust out an arm. Gog latched onto the wrist, and he pivoted on his heel, spinning, yanking Nimrod. Nimrod stumbled toward the edge of the circle. A roar went up from the Japhethites. Nimrod caught himself at the edge. Gog was on him, one of his hands on Nimrod’s face. Nimrod twisted his head. Gog shoved. Nimrod stumbled out of the circle.
Shem clapped his hands. “Gog wins the round.”
A shout, a roar went up.
Uruk and Menes hurried to Nimrod, who shook his head, blinking.
“He cheated,” Nimrod hissed. “Check his fingernails. They must be bloody.”
“Let me see,” Menes said, peering at Nimrod’s nose. “I don’t see blood.”
“It was a fair throw,” Uruk said.
“Check his fingers,” snarled Nimrod.
Menes and Uruk glanced at one another. Uruk shrugged and went to Shem, whispering.
Shem shook his head. Uruk seemed to insist.
“Gog,” Shem said. “Let me see your hand.”
“What slander has Nimrod given?” Beor shouted. “Can’t the Mighty Hunter lose a round manfully?”
“Let me see your fingers,” Shem said.
Gog thrust out his hands. Shem studied the fingernails and soon he shook his head. “No blood,” he called. “It was a fair throw.”
Nimrod, who had been mumbling bizarrely, now looked up. He gnashed his teeth and his eyes glittered strangely.
Shem clapped his hands.
Gog stomped back into the pit, crouching, his arms weaving.
Nimrod bellowed, his face turning crimson. Like one demented, he sprinted at his foe. He latched onto Gog’s left wrist and shoulder. Nimrod spun, shouting. He threw Gog off his feet. Headlong. It was a berserk feat of strength, or something supernatural. Gog landed with his face. His thick neck snapped. Princely Gog convulsed, twitching, as people began to shout.
The rage drained out of Nimrod, or something did. His shoulders slumped and he almost staggered to his knees.
Beor limped to Gog, checking him, looking up white-faced.
Shem blinked stupidly. But he clapped his hands. “Nimrod wins the round and the bout. He is the victor.”
Beor rose. “Gog is dead,” he said.
Somewhere in the crowd, a girl began to scream.
 





 
Pharaoh’s Palace
 
There was silence, darkness. Ham shivered before lifting his chin from his chest. Nothing pressed upon his blind orbs—nothing he could see. He smacked his lips and readied to speak. Then he touched softness around him. He lay in a bed unlike his own, made for royalty, or at least somebody very wealthy.
He heard the drip of a water clock, a clepsydra. It was near his head. The Egyptian timepiece, he knew, looked much like a flowerpot with a hole near the bottom. Water filled it, and as the liquid trickled out, marked-off lines appeared on the inside of the pot. As with many things concerning science and innovations, the Egyptians had already attributed the invention of the clepsydra to the jack-of-all-trades god, Thoth. In reality, a rare Antediluvian invention had survived the passage of time, making it to the new world.
“Where am I?” Ham whispered.
“Ah,” Pharaoh wheezed. “You’ve revived.” He snapped his fingers and feet shuffled near.
Someone poured from a pitcher into a goblet. Ringed fingers clattered against a jeweled cup. “Here, my lord.”
“Taia?” Ham asked.
“Drink,” she said. “It is the will of Pharaoh.”
“What’s wrong, Taia?” Ham asked. “Why does your voice tremble with fear?”
“Never mind,” Pharaoh told him. “Drink, and then finish your tale.”
“Where am I?” Ham asked.
“In my bed,” Pharaoh said. “I suppose where you’ve always wanted to be.”
“I have no pretensions to greatness,” Ham said.
Pharaoh coughed, a wet and ugly sound. Soft-sandaled men shifted around him. “Back, you hens,” Pharaoh said. “That wasn’t my death rattle, but my pitiful attempt to laugh at the old one’s joke.” Pharaoh cleared his throat and spat into a bowl. “Drink, you old snake, and then finish your tale. No more trickery and guileful lies.”
“My lord,” Taia said, pressing a cup against him.
“What is this, Pharaoh?” Ham asked. “What is in the cup?”
“A remedy.”
“I don’t understand,” Ham said, blind but not stupid. Why did they always think the two went hand in hand?
“Your tale has revived me, old one, as you predicted it would,” Pharaoh said. “Now I’m eager you finish, even though daylight approaches. Though it takes until the next night I will hear the end of your story.”
“I weave no spell,” Ham said. “This is not magic.”
“Ah, you subtle liar. Of course you do and of course it is. Why else do I feel better?”
Ham considered that, puzzled, until a reason revealed itself. He nodded.
“So, you admit I’m right,” Pharaoh said.
“No,” Ham said. “Not as you think.”
“Impudence,” a man said, “Pharaoh. Shall I have him flogged?”
“I’ll have you flogged, Chamberlain. He lies in my bed, does he not? He drinks from the royal chalice. Why then shouldn’t he contradict me? No more cackling from you or…”
Ham couldn’t see Pharaoh’s gesture, but he heard robes sweeping the floor and knew the chamberlain bowed low and backed away, surely in fear, maybe in terror.
“Taia,” Pharaoh said. “How many times must I say it? Give him the drink.”
“Please.” She pushed the goblet against Ham’s arm.
“I’m old and tired,” Ham whispered, ignoring the cup. His bones ached and a chill told him his old foe fever had returned. These long years dying in bed had witnessed many a bout between them. “Tomorrow I will finish—”
“No,” Pharaoh said. “I will hear the tale now.” Silence greeted his words. “Do you wonder at my urgency, old man? Perhaps you of all people can grasp my horror. I loathe being ill. I’m sick of being sick. I would be well, old one, and I would be well now.”
“Yes, Pharaoh.”
“So drink.”
“I will drink,” Ham said. “Once I learn what is in the cup.”
“Taia. Tell him.”
“Please…” she said.
“Tell him!” Pharaoh said.
“Grandfather,” Taia said, “the elixir revives the body. You fell asleep even as you finished the tale of Nimrod and Gog’s wrestling bout.”
“And?” Ham asked. “Tell me everything.”
“The elixir is made of mead, nightshade and—”
“Nightshade is a poison,” Ham said.
“Sometimes that is true,” Pharaoh said. “But it is also a stimulant. Is that not so, Physician?”
“Yes, Pharaoh,” a soft-spoken man said, the high priest of Sekhmet.
“It is always a poison,” Ham said. “Stimulant or not, nightshade kills.”
“There are other ingredients in the cup offsetting the effects of the nightshade,” Pharaoh said.
Ham grinned, toothless and drooling, he knew, but he didn’t care.
“Now what?” Pharaoh asked. “Why do you grin like a ferret stealing chickens?”
“I give you life and you give me death.”
“Not so,” Pharaoh said. “You must trust me.”
“Lying is unworthy of you, lord of Egypt. Especially lying to the one who holds your life in his hands. Besides, I have faced the greatest liars and boldest warriors of Earth.”
“You old goat,” Pharaoh said. “You will drink of the cup or…”
“Or what?” chuckled Ham. “You will not kill me, surely. Because then you too shall die.” Ham took the goblet, and he would have dropped it except that Taia still held on.
“Don’t spill it,” Pharaoh said.
“Do you give me your word that this drink will not kill me?” Ham asked.
“How can it kill you?” Pharaoh asked. “You’ve quaffed the ancient elixir of life. Oh, don’t think you’ve fooled me. I’ve listened to your tale. Gilgamesh is a Babylonian hero, the king of Erech, say the old stories. He spoke to the old man of the isles and learned the secret of immortality. He swam to gain it, only to lose it… Hmm, I’ve forgotten what the legend says. Yet you’ve admitted to being a contemporary of Gilgamesh. Perhaps you have quaffed this elixir, the reason you’ve plagued Egypt all these years.”
“Poor blind Pharaoh,” Ham said. “You’ve heard nothing if that is what you think.”
“What riddle is this? You call me blind?”
“Their eyes are blind and their hearts deadened, so they can neither see with their eyes nor understand with their hearts or they would be healed. Yet…as I speak you’ve been strengthened. That revives me as much as this.” Ham lifted the chalice and quaffed the sweet potion.
“Ah,” he said, “it’s tasty.” He knew Pharaoh lied about the concoction. But that wasn’t the issue. Abraham and Sarai were, and Jehovah’s path, Jehovah’s way. He—Ham—might yet save one of his children from destruction.
“Would you hear of Semiramis and Nimrod, Gilgamesh, Opis and Uruk, Odin, Beor and Hilda, Kush, Canaan and Shem, and what became of Babel and its infant Tower?”
“Yes,” Pharaoh said. “Tell me.”
 





Stairway to Heaven
 
1.
 
Hilda wept for Gog, her dearly beloved, slain by Nimrod. The death stunned all of the people at Festival. On a bier of crossed spears, four men hefted the woolen-draped corpse. With a slow step, they carried it out of the Festival grounds.
With a shawl hiding her features, Hilda followed, weeping. Her father’s strong hands kept her from collapsing. A moment of clarity, of hatred for her father, flashed powerfully through Hilda. She wanted to scream at him that he take his murderous hands off her. Then she burst out crying again, shaking her head, knowing that it hadn’t been her father’s fault. It hadn’t been Nimrod’s fault either. Fate had stolen her beloved. She couldn’t believe that Jehovah would allow Gog such an early and stupid death. Why had he died at such a young age when he was strong and powerful, the best wrestler in the world?
She followed the four men as they marched up a hill. Behind her and her father followed all the people of Festival, the joy and merriment departed just like her beloved.
They buried him on the hill, one wind-swept, without pines but rocky.
Noah spoke, as did Japheth and Magog. Europa spoke as well. And Nimrod begged the sons of Japheth, begged Magog for the favor of speaking at Gog’s funeral.
The Mighty Hunter cleared his throat. Gog lay in the hole, with fresh dirt beside it. Nimrod stood at the head of the grave, with the people circled around him. Noah coughed as he sat on a stool, shivering, with a heavy blanket around his shoulders. From under her shawl, Hilda watched with red-rimmed eyes. She felt hollow, empty. She debated throwing herself into the hole and stabbing herself to death, to join her beloved in the afterlife. Beor towered over her. She knew he studied Nimrod.
“I am shamed,” Nimrod said. He shook his head and stared at the grave. Then he grasped his tunic, a fine linen one. With his strong hands, he tore it in half, exposing his muscled chest. He bent near the fresh dirt, scooping some in his hands. He poured the dirt on his head. “I weep for Gog. I grieve. He was a noble warrior. I hate the spirit of fury that fell upon me and caused his death.”
Fresh tears welled from Hilda’s eyes.
The Mighty Hunter’s eyes were bloodshot. With his torn tunic and dirt in his hair, he stepped before her, kneeling. “I beg your forgiveness, Hilda.”
She touched his dirty hair. Hatred like a disease welled in her heart. It almost made her physically ill. “I forgive you,” she whispered, and she felt the hatred drain out of her, leaving her gasping.
Her father clenched one of his big fists, raising it. Nimrod bowed his head, waiting. Beor’s fist shook. He finally lowered it and looked away.
After a time, Nimrod rose. With a slow tread, he moved in front of a stony-faced Magog.
“You are forgiven,” Magog said, without looking at Nimrod. “It happened in the heat of wrestling. It was an accident. I don’t blame you.”
Nimrod took Magog’s right hand, kneeling, kissing the back of it.
Magog placed his hand on Nimrod’s head. “He is forgiven. I do not wish for a feud. This contest between us is over.”
Hilda watched the Mighty Hunter rise and back away into the crowd. Earlier today, at Magog’s tent, Nimrod and his Hunters had taken many sacks, placing them before the tent. In several sacks had been bronze knives, hammers and broaches. In others had been woolen garments, spools of flax thread and sealed jars of date palm honey. Then Nimrod had brought donkeys, bringing them four at a time, until at the twentieth Magog had come out of the tent.
“No more, Nimrod. You cannot buy back the dead.”
“My bloodguilt is heavy,” Nimrod said. “I want to atone.”
At the gravesite, Hilda watched Lord Japheth step up. “I do not hold Nimrod guilty. There is no more bloodguilt for him to pay. Let there be peace among the children of Noah.”
“Peace,” said the people, ending the funeral. Most turned away and filed down the hill. Hilda waited until the last clod was shoveled onto the grave. She set flowers on the dirt. Magog placed a chiseled tombstone. Then they too filed down the hill.
The next few days passed in a daze. The sons of Ham left, as did those of Shem. Before returning home, the sons of Japheth held a meeting. Hilda’s father went to it. Magog, once his strongest supporter, turned against Beor.
Beor reported later that Magog wouldn’t look him in the eye. “You are the cause of Gog’s death, Beor, you and your feud with Nimrod. You never should have made his Hunters slaves. You are no longer welcome at Magog Village, neither you nor your Scouts.”
“Where will we go?” Hilda whispered. Her father spoke to her at the gravesite, three days after the funeral, as wind stirred his beard.
“We will go with Noah,” Beor said. “I have agreed to help him home, to see that he arrives safely.”
“What about our things in Magog Village?” Hilda asked. “What about our house?”
“Yorba will fetch the things,” Beor said. “We have lost our house.”
“What about the other Scouts?” she said. “Where will they go?”
Beor compressed his lips, staring at the clouds.
Later, Hilda learned that several of the Scouts had decided to move to Babel. They no longer wished to stand against their fellow Hamites. They were tired of the conflict, of being, in effect, outcasts among their own. Once again, Nimrod had beaten her father.
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Tall grasses waved along the mighty Tigris River. Stalks swayed in the breeze, whispering. The flowers dipped and rose in time to the wind’s rhythm. Several chirping black birds fluttered from one location to another, while a fox, leaping high, looked about before falling back into the depths of the tall grasses. The creature leapt up once more, looking again. When it landed, the fox fled east, making a soundless departure.
Minutes later, two running youths passed the spot where the fox had leapt. The youths breathed heavily, if evenly. One was muscular and lean-hipped, the other sleek, his sandaled feet moving lightly over the plain as if he were a wild dog trailing zebra. From time to time, sweat dripped from their faces. One held a black elm lance, with a double loop of sabertooth skin wrapped around his fist. The other clutched an unstrung bow. Their eyes shone. For days they had run, sleeping little and eating less. Both concentrated on the task of moving.
The man with the black elm lance, Gilgamesh, saw one thing in his mind’s eye: Sweet Opis hiding in the great southern marsh. Uruk had already looked for her, and had failed to find her. The thought frightened Gilgamesh. It terrified him. What if…he shook his head, flinging sweat from his face. Opis hid in the great southern marsh, waiting for him. His teeth flashed. It wasn’t a grin or a snarl. But his teeth flashed as he thought of reuniting with Opis, his beloved. He pitied Hilda, although he was glad that Nimrod had won. Yet how terrible to watch your beloved die before your eyes. He swallowed hard. Opis waited for him in the great southern marsh. He had to find her.
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They paddled the canoe through reeds as rain lashed them. Lightning flashed. Seconds later, thunder boomed. The rain fell harder, cold fat drops. Surges of water rose among the reeds like some gigantic leviathan. Then the reeds as well as bulrushes flattened because of the howling wind.
“We must turn with the wind!” Ramses shouted.
With a hood tied tight, Gilgamesh shook his head. He thrust his triangular-shaped paddle into the rising water. Their canoe rose with the swell and then down against as the wave passed. Gilgamesh thrust his paddle again.
“This is madness,” Ramses shouted from behind.
For weeks, they had searched the great southern marsh. There had been no sign of Opis. Gilgamesh had turned bitter, first against Semiramis for sending him north on his ignoble quest, then against Uruk for having driven Opis to this deed. Soon, he became bitter against Lud and his insatiable greed. Finally, he’d turned inward for listening to Semiramis. He should have outbid Uruk and he should have let Lud die.
Ramses shouted, “We must turn—” A crack of thunder, a deafening boom, drowned out his words. The rain fell in sheets.
Hot tears coursed down Gilgamesh’s face as he drove his paddle into the water. Then, in the surge of the latest wave, he saw a crocodile tumble past. Had such a beast dined upon his love?
His eyes widened. He pointed. Ramses shook his head. Frenzied, Gilgamesh shoved his paddle into the water. Ramses seemed to understand. He rowed fiercely. Their craft struggled through the waves, the wind and the rain. Inch by inch, slewing first one way and then another, they crept through the swamp.
Then Ramses cried out. He saw it too.
They dug the paddles into the swirling water, and they plowed onto a reed island. The mat of reeds, lilies and other water plants had grown together, forming and fusing, as it were, into an island of vegetation. Leaping from the canoe, they dragged it all the way onto the island. Releasing it, they stumbled into a small hut, one woven from reeds. Gilgamesh was laughing and crying all at once. He picked up an ivory comb, a chip in it that he recognized.
“Where is she?” Ramses shouted.
Terrible fear, like a spear into the guts, chilled Gilgamesh with the realization that she wasn’t here. The hut was empty. Had the crocodile eaten her? “Opis!” Gilgamesh screamed. “Opis, Opis, Opis!”
Ramses grabbed him. “She’s all right. She’s all right.”
“Where is she?”
“We’ll wait for her,” Ramses shouted. “We’ll wait until the storm passes. It’s madness to go on.”
So they crouched, waiting, the wind, rain and thunder hammering the hut as they wondered what had happened to Opis.
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Hilda noticed that the closer they came to the northern slopes of Ararat, the better Noah became. Her father, on the other hand, worsened.
At every stop, Beor sat as sweat beaded his face. She saw him massaging his stump. When she asked him if it hurt, he denied it, as if the question was ridiculous.
She wondered what it must have been like being the tribe’s greatest hunter, a strong, proud, tough man, and then becoming hideously maimed. No one would have blamed Beor if had taken up a stationary role, that of a bronze smith or a tanner. He was a bronze smith, of course; perhaps the world’s best. Who else had armor like her father? But he only worked in the smithy to make weapons, tools and armor for his warrior tasks. It seemed insane for a peg-legged man to hope to be a great warrior. To attempt it took an unwavering will. That he had become a master archer was incredible. That men feared to face him weapon to weapon was a marvel, and that with his chariot he traveled over broader distances than hunters with two legs was almost a paradox. Yet…was an inflamed stump a symptom? Had his will received a blow that not even her father could endure?
Silence became his fortress. He refused to ask anyone for help.
Noah grew more powerful as they neared Ararat. Once they reached his farm, the difference became dramatic. A few weeks of culling snow-damaged vines, checking up on his flocks and re-training his hounds cured Noah’s cough. It saw the end of his fever and the return of his vigor. The patriarch of humanity, nearly seven hundred years old now, worked like a man of thirty. It baffled Hilda, and that bafflement replaced her grief.
She no longer slept all the time or aimlessly wandered through snowy fields, weeping. She helped around the house, made candles, churned butter, dusted, carded and spun wool and crushed flowers, soaking the perfume into animal fat and then making it into ointment. Her father also helped Noah. Despite the inflammation of his stump, Beor worked tirelessly in the smithy. He chopped down trees, spitting them into rails. Then he dug postholes, crisscrossing the wooden rails between posts to make a fence or he hammered rocks, building small corrals for sheep.
The weeks passed. Yorba and two others, with their wives and young ones, arrived with several oxcarts. They were all that was left of the Scouts. They too worked on Noah’s farm. They too seemed to be in limbo like her father.
One day, Hilda took a break. She thought about the amber necklace. It had become a locus for so much evil, but she couldn’t quite bear to throw it away. She showed it to Noah.
They sat on the porch, on rocking chairs with blankets covering their knees. On the steps, several bundled children played with kittens. The icy mountains of Ararat provided background.
Noah turned the necklace over in his big hands. The fly caught in the middle bead seemed to capture his attention. His blue eyes took on a faraway look and he handed the necklace back.
“Ham outdid himself,” Noah said. “It’s marvelous.”
Hilda remembered the day that Chin, the son of Zidon, had given her the package.
“Put it on,” Noah suggested.
Hilda slipped the beads over her head, setting them just so on her blouse.
Noah grinned. “You’re a pretty girl, Hilda. The amber suits you.”
Tears welled, for she thought of Gog, that they were to have been married. “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her eyes.
Noah smiled, patting her hand. For a while, they rocked in silence.
Hilda felt safe here. Despite his fearsome appearance, his legendary strength and force of will, Noah was gentle in a way that only the truly powerful seemed to be.
Later that evening, after supper, as Hilda cleared the dishes and brought out a blueberry pie, her father brooded. Yorba and the others had already excused themselves from the table.
“Hmm, very good, Hilda,” Noah said.
“Yes,” her father said, mechanically. Beor shoveled down bite after bite, hardly chewing, just swallowing pie as if it were a chore to get over with.
Noah seemed to inspect her father. Hilda watched the interplay between the two. Noah wasn’t like any man she knew. How could he be? He’d lived for almost seven hundred years! Compared to the rest of them, it practically made him immortal. He had seen so many things, had lived at the height of the Antediluvian Era. Great Grandfather Ham always seemed so knowledgeable, so filled with hidden things and experiences. Noah was much more so, a mystery wrapped in an enigma.
At times, she wondered if Noah could read her mind. He always seemed to know what she was thinking, seemed to understand her moods better than Great Grandmother Rahab ever had. Hilda shivered. How awful if Noah were evil. She tried to imagine a world filled with powerful, long-lived men, with centuries of knowledge to draw upon and strong with youthful vigor. What if Noah should rise up, if his white hair bristled and his blue eyes blazed with wicked wrath? What terrible deeds and malevolent plots could he devise, plans they couldn’t even conceive of because they were so youthful and innocent, not stepped in centuries of experiences and hard-won understanding. The feeling passed, and he seemed to simply be old Noah again, scraping his wooden dish with his fork, pressing the tines onto the pie crumbs.
Her father scowled. He was bigger than Noah, even though Noah was a large man. Her father glanced sidelong as the patriarch scraped his chair around to study the fire. Her father opened his mouth and then closed it.
“Babel troubles you,” Noah said.
Her father glanced at Noah in wonder.
Hilda hid her grin. She had the feeling that Noah perfectly understood her father.
“The Tower particularly disturbs you. You wonder at its purpose.”
“If only half of how they described it is true than the Tower will take years to build,” Beor said. “The question becomes why? Why expend so much effort when there are so many other things to do?”
“The Tower is intriguing,” Noah said. “It excites interest. Perhaps therein is the reason for its construction.”
Beor considered that. “Clearly they wish to draw others to Babel. At Festival, didn’t Nimrod invite everyone to join them?”
Noah sighed. “Those who rebel against Jehovah always want others to join them. They are never secure unless the world does likewise, unless the world agrees with them. Worse than the Tower, is the angel, the one that claims to control the sun.” Noah stroked his beard. “Man’s great foe moves openly once again, which is strange. I had not thought humanity ready for that. Events move faster than in Antediluvian times. How is it that we have descended so quickly?”
Hilda wasn’t sure what Noah was talking about.
“When you speak of man’s great foe,” Beor said. “Do you mean the Serpent?”
“Long ago, what did he promise Eve?”
“Eh?” Beor asked.
“In the Garden of Eden, the devil made Eve a fantastic promise. Your eyes will be opened, and you will be like Jehovah, knowing good and evil. All Eve had to do was eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge. The crafty devil. What was better than great wisdom? With the knowledge, Eve could become like Jehovah. Perhaps she could become a god herself. Such a subtle and alluring thing was, and is, wicked. In primeval times, in Heaven itself, the devil once yearned to replace Jehovah, to become a god. It is the ultimate sin.”
As he spoke, Noah’s eyes seemed to blaze. Or was that the fire’s light reflecting from them? “The devil loves to tempt men, using the same blasphemy that felled him. Yet the prince of evil seldom puts things so bluntly. First he tempts with the seemingly delicious thought that we can know hidden things, that through them we can become wise and powerful.”
“What does the Tower have to do with that?” Beor asked.
“Did you listen to them at Festival?” Noah asked. “Their great goal was and is to raise civilization. They hunger for it. The idea that they have been cheated, that they must struggle and strive to regain that which was lost consumes them. The hint being that Jehovah has taken from them, through the Flood, what by rights they should have. Therein, I suspect, is the Tower’s allure.”
Beor scratched his head. “You’ve gained this understanding because they desire to rebuild civilization?”
“That and this appearance of the angel they worship,” Noah said. “I understand their twisted logic. By thanking the angel, they supposedly thank Jehovah. That is nonsense, of course. It is a ploy they use to trick the unwary and the simple.”
“They?” Beor asked. “Who are they exactly?”
Hilda sat up. She heard a new note in her father’s voice.
“I speak of the plotters,” Noah said, “those at the heart of the rebellion. Nimrod, Kush—the display of Jehovah’s power frightened him. The question is: did the display frighten Kush into obedience or will he strive even harder for deep knowledge?”
Beor plucked at his beard. “What you say makes sense.”
“I’ve bemused you with these tales of the devil and his ancient offer of knowledge, that he uses what seems so good in order to bring about such evil.” Noah brooded. “I think a little trip is in order, for both you and Hilda.”
Beor asked, “A trip where?”
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Icy winds howled as snow crunched underfoot. Noah wore a warm cloak and a hood, and whenever he glanced at them, the frost frozen on his eyebrows made them even whiter. Beor gasped, the white puffs of air jetting out of his mouth whipped away by the wind and hurled over the mountaintops, or so it seemed to Hilda. Her father’s peg leg made it a grueling journey as the wooden shaft sank into the drifts. Her father toiled manfully, never complaining, simply gritting his teeth and plowing headlong after Noah. She found it easier. Sometimes the drifts hardened to such a degree that with her lighter weight she climbed upon them and ran on the surface, hurrying ahead to see what lay next.
They trekked up Mount Ararat.
The weather bid her recall Odin, the fat fool. He had told her about his journey to the Far North and the Ice Mountains. She had met him years before at Noah’s house. Odin…back at Festival he had risen as if from out of the very ground and into their hidden camp, startling them all. Gog… “May he rest in peace,” she whispered. Gog had wrestled him, and foolish Odin, although handy with a spear, had soon found himself with the other Hunters in the cage. She furrowed her brow, only now realizing that he’d never used the bronze head of his spear, just the butt end. He hadn’t meant to kill any of them, just free his companions. She shrugged, forgetting about Odin and letting thoughts of Gog slip away.
“It’s just a little farther,” shouted Noah, grabbing her father’s arm.
They toiled upslope: past drifts and shrieking wind. Why had Noah taken them here? To see the Ark, he’d said. But why did that matter?
For another hour, they plowed on, topping the slope and dragging themselves down a narrow path. Dark clouds roiled overhead, and Noah kept shouting encouragement, tugging her father along. Then her father tugged back, his features haggard, and Noah urged them under an overhang where the wind didn’t shriek and tear at their clothing. Noah passed out hunks of bread, kept from freezing because he’d carried the loaf in a sack next to his skin. After eating, Hilda stuffed snow into her mouth, letting it melt before drinking. Noah had told them that to swallow snow straight was too much of a shock to the body. “Always let it melt first,” had been a dictum Noah repeated many times.
“Huddle together,” Noah said.
They did, and Noah unpacked a heavy blanket and threw it over their heads. In the small confines of the blanket, with the two bearded men exhaling hot breath and rubbing their hands, Hilda gained a modicum of forgotten warmth.
“Keep stamping your feet,” Noah said, his voice as close as if he lay his head next to hers on a pillow. “Keep rubbing your hands. Don’t stand still. Up here you can freeze to death in perfect comfort.”
“Why bring us up here?” Beor asked past chattering teeth.
“To hear my tale,” Noah said.
“Couldn’t you have told us in the house?” Beor asked.
“I’ll let you judge later,” Noah said. “For now I want you to stamp your feet and rub your hands and listen to what I have to say. It has a bearing on the question you asked before about the Tower.”
“Now I’m sorry I ever asked it,” Beor said.
“Alas,” Noah said. “That often seems to be the case with the best questions.”
Noah then launched into an old tale, a story from the Antediluvian Era. It started with Cain, which was going back pretty far, thought Hilda. Cain, the firstborn son of Adam and Eve, had also been the first to start his own religion. He came to Jehovah not as Jehovah decreed, with an innocent lamb slain for his sins, but with the fruit of the field. Cain toiled in the ground cursed by Jehovah, and after stabbed by thorns and with blistered hands, he brought Jehovah his best. Cain had worked his way to Jehovah. He had taken what would forever be known as the way of Cain. He tried to purchase Jehovah’s favor through his best effort. For Cain it was with his best fruits and grains, first grown in the ground by hard labor and then harvested by the sweat of his brow. He rejected Jehovah’s revealed way. Sacrificing a lamb, ah, so bloody and crude and barbarous, and showing that man’s sinfulness required something that man himself would never be good enough to pay for—it was an insult to a proud man, and Cain was very proud.
When Jehovah refused to accept Cain’s best—no one can work his way to Jehovah. He would have to be perfect, and no one is perfect—Cain rose up and slew his brother Abel. Abel’s sacrifice, an innocent lamb, had found favor with Jehovah. This, Noah said, showed that those who rebel against Jehovah always hate those who obey Him. Abel was also a prophet and warned his brother of his sinful path. Abel paid for his warning with his life. The event also showed a prophet’s fate. The way of Cain—a man of the world—warred against the way of the Spirit of Jehovah, against a man of the spirit. In any case, Cain gained his awful curse and went out from the presence of Jehovah. He dwelt in the land of Nod, east of Eden, and he never returned to Jehovah.
Cain became the first apostate. He had known Jehovah, but had fled from Him. Cain also defied Jehovah’s curse. Jehovah said he would be a restless wanderer. But Cain built the first city, named Enoch after his firstborn son. With this city, Cain began a new thing. He attempted to build an artificial paradise in replacement for the one man had lost in Eden. Jehovah promised heaven to those who followed Him. Cain wanted his rewards here and now, not in some fabulous future. Cain searched for knowledge, for luxury, anything that made the world comfortable, that helped him escape endless toil.
“Wait a moment,” interrupted Beor. “Do you mean it’s wrong to make new things, to build in order to better one’s lot?”
“No,” Noah said. “Things are seldom wrong in and of themselves. It is the reason why one does something that is critical. By his actions, Cain said to Jehovah, Keep your paradise. I’m building my own. Thereafter, his inventions had a rebellious cast. They were efforts to replace Jehovah, to show that he was no longer in subjection to Him. You must always remember, Beor, that man was made to commune with Jehovah, to know Him and to interact with Him. To love the Creator with all your strength, heart and mind is the great purpose for each of us. To try to replace that purpose with anything else is sin, and it is also folly.”
“I don’t understand,” Beor said.
“Consider,” Noah said. “You were fashioned by the Great Creator to love Him, to communicate with Him, to long for His presence. To know Jehovah, Beor, that is your deepest longing. Nothing else can fill that longing, nothing else satisfies. How noble is that quest, how pure and mighty. Think of it. You and I are beings who seek the highest thing. Trifles cannot satisfy our longings. Sensual pleasures, power over our fellow man, the acquisition of things, these are babbles, toys, trifles. Our spirits yearn to know Jehovah. To place these mundane things before me as enticing items is really an insult. That is why I say it is folly to run after anything else other than what Jehovah has created us for.”
Hilda was breathless, as her heart soared. She never realized humanity’s greatness before. She’d heard such things, of course. But to have Noah practically in her face telling her made the hearing more real. Imagine, knowing Jehovah…what an awesome goal. To know Him who had made all things, who knew all things, who was pure love and holiness… It awed and frightened her. She closed her eyes and prayed in her mind: Thank you, Jehovah. You are so marvelous and generous. Help me to understand better.
Her father merely nodded, and he indicated that Noah should go on with his tale.
“Cain, as I said, tried to defy Jehovah’s curse: that he would be a wanderer over the Earth. Cain was building a city named Enoch, but Cain never finished it. He was driven away before that.
“Enoch finished the city built in his name. Enoch ruled there. From him descended the ungodly line of Cain. They followed the wicked way of Cain, trying to substitute their own works in lieu of obedience to the will of Jehovah. The years passed and the line of Cain, as descended from Enoch, the kings of the city, went from Irad, to Mehujael, to Methushael, to Lamech.
“Irad, as you know, means wild ass, and that it what he was, a wild ass of a man, unruly, proud and ungovernable. In his time, they still knew about Jehovah, but like a wild ass Irad lead them further and further from the truth, delving as it were deep into the wilderness of sin. Mehujael is an odd name: blot out that Jah is Jehovah, but like all their names it was apt. During his rule, men turned their backs on Jehovah, deciding to forget about Him, to teach contrary truths to their children. Evil waxed strong and men sank into depravity. The growth of sin was so fast that it startled them, gave them pause. The next king was Methushael, his name meaning: they died inquiring. They searched in vain for answers they had already thrown away. Nod and the city of Enoch especially had become a godless realm. The rebellion begun by Cain had brought bitter fruit.
“Yet it is important to understand that behind these rebellious actions moved the devil, the evil prince of the power of the air,” Noah said. “In ways I do not understand, the devil is able to whisper into our hearts, to stir us to sin. That is not to say we do not do our actions ourselves. We do. But there is a power of evil at work on the Earth, a grim power that plots with undying wisdom. The devil was given more wisdom at his creation than man. Nearly 1600 years has passed from Adam’s creation to the Flood. In those 1600 years, the devil has gained a keener understanding of men than he first had. He has refined his methods against us and grown subtler.”
“We’ve been taught about the devil,” Beor said testily.
Noah smiled. “Of course, forgive me.”
“I haven’t heard all this,” Hilda said. “It’s very interesting, and it’s also frightening.”
“Remember, Hilda, that while Satan has had these many centuries to increase his understanding and power, Jehovah is omniscient and omnipotent. Jehovah is never surprised and never really, when you think about it, learns anything new. He already knows everything. He is all-knowing and has all power, and He, in His time, will utterly defeat the devil.”
“Why doesn’t Jehovah defeat the devil now?” Hilda asked.
Noah shrugged.
“You don’t know?” Beor asked.
“I do not,” Noah said. “It is a mystery. That is why I’m a man and Jehovah is God. Some things, He has not seen fit to tell us.”
“Will Jehovah ever tell us?” Hilda asked.
“Perhaps,” Noah said, “and perhaps not. We shall see.”
They thought about that, until Hilda asked, “What happened after Methushael?”
“Ah,” Noah said. “Yes, during Methushael’s reign they inquired after Jehovah, asking all the wrong questions and looking for the answers in all the wrong places. Then a most evil king rose up: Lamech.”
“Isn’t that name of your father?” Beor asked.
“It is,” Noah said. “But this Lamech was born in the seventh generation. He was the seventh from Adam. He was a contemporary of my Great Grandfather Enoch, the seventh from Adam in the godly line of Seth, the third son of Adam and Eve.”
“The man Jehovah translated to Heaven?” Beor asked.
“That’s right,” Noah said. “Jehovah took my Great Grandfather Enoch to be with Him in Heaven, without Enoch first having to die. Jehovah did it when Enoch was 365 years old.”
“Why did Jehovah do it?” Hilda asked.
Noah gave her an enigmatic smile instead of an answer.
“You don’t know?” Beor asked. “Is that what you’re saying?”
“Correct,” Noah said.
“What about this evil Lamech?” Hilda asked. “What happened next?”
“Yes,” Noah said. “That age or rule began as one in moral disorder. Now Lamech means powerful, conqueror or wild man. And wild, powerful and a conqueror was this Lamech. He broke the old morality of one man taking one wife. He took two wives: one named Adah and the other Zillah, which means ornament and shade respectively. They were both very beautiful and enticing women. Thus, out of lust, Lamech began polygamy. He is known as the first poet, or as the first recorded poet with the first recorded poem. Lamech slew a man for wounding him. In verse, which became known ever after as Lamech’s sword-song, he recited to his two wives his proud achievement: “Adah and Zillah, listen to me;
wives of Lamech, hear my words.
I have killed a man for wounding
me, a young man for injuring me.
If Cain is avenged seven times,
then Lamech seventy-seven times.”
“What’s that part mean about Cain being avenged seven times?” Hilda asked.
“When Jehovah first cursed Cain, he wailed that it was too heavy a price for his sin. Any man that found him would kill him.” Noah grew thoughtful. “Jehovah said He would punish any man that slew Cain with vengeance seven times harder than what Cain was receiving. So Lamech, in his pride, said that he was in a sense even more terrible and mighty than Jehovah. He was punishing a man seventy-seven times, that for merely wounding him.”
“This Lamech reminds me of Nimrod,” Beor said.
Noah studied Beor. “As I said, Lamech set up a new moral order: polygamy. Out of it grew a new age of marvelous discovery. The lawlessness of Lamech, in terms of his disobedience to the ways of Jehovah, produced fruit. This fruit at first seemed grand and wonderful, the most revolutionary seen on Earth.
“Lamech’s first wife, Adah, bore him two prominent and important sons. The first was Jabal. Now you must remember that this was the first age of man. It began with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Jehovah had slain animals to give them skins to wear. Our technology today is less than what men had at the end of the Antediluvian Age. But our technology is greater than what men had in Lamech’s time. We have the advantage of knowing what is possible. Back then, they groped in the dark to invent things my children only reinvent. In any case, Jabal invented tents. You may laugh at that, but until an idea is hatched it is a mysterious and hidden thing. Until that time, no one even considered such things. Now you may wonder: what’s so special about tents?”
“I hate living in tents,” Hilda said. “Your house is much better.”
“Thank you,” Noah said. “Well, to answer the question you must remember how nice the world was then. We never had snow and howling winds in Antediluvian times. In fact, we had no winds to speak of. So Jabal in his tents lived pleasantly. But the reason for his tents was this. He became the first cattleman, the first true nomad. Jabal was its inventor, its creator and its teacher. Abel had kept flocks of sheep, for wool and as sacrifice. But in the first age, men weren’t allowed to eat meat. This particular command of Jehovah’s the line of Cain ignored. They ate meat. Jabal developed a new science, a new lifestyle. At first, he cornered the market of it. Cattle meant not just cows and bulls, but camels, donkeys, horses and such. He boasted that he no longer tilled the ground with the sweat of his brow. Instead, leisurely, as a king of the plain, he feasted on the fat of the land.
“Jabal’s brother Jubal had a different outlook. He took after his father Lamech as a poet. To rhyme verses and tell stories delighted Jubal. Yet he wished to captivate people with his stories, to ensnare them with his thoughts. Now here is a very mysterious thing. We have hints that the devil, as Lucifer, the light-bearer, first led Heaven’s angels in song to Jehovah. My Grandfather Methuselah always believed that the devil whispered these next inventions to Jubal. Such may be the case. I don’t know. What I do know is that Jubal invented the harp and the flute; he invented stringed and wind instruments. Jubal entertained people with his songs and with his music. He didn’t praise Jehovah with them, but enticed men with wicked thoughts. Love of things and lust for women was always at the heart of his songs. With the harp and flute, he helped inaugurate new modes of thought, bringing wild abandonment in sexual license and murderous thoughts of vengeance. People eating their fill of meat and with time and luxury listened to these provocative songs. Wild melodies stirred the passions as only music could and can.
“The third and final prominent son of Lamech was Zillah’s child. You’ve heard of his name before: Tubal-Cain. His namesake ruled the city of Enoch and the land of Nod when the Flood struck the Old World. The first Tubal-Cain was a huge man, powerful and cunning, with strange thoughts. He learned to smelt ores, and in the world’s first smithy, he worked bronze, brass and iron. He made chariots, that awful tool of war, and he forged swords and spears as well as spoons, forks and nails. He stunned the world with his inventions as no one has since. He gave his father the weapons that so overmastered him that Lamech boasted that he was more powerful than Jehovah. It is hard to imagine a world without metallurgy and then a man exploding it upon them. With Tubal-Cain’s weapons, the men of Nod went on a spree of conquest and butchery, drenching the age in blood, setting the stage for the next dreadful move on the devil’s part.
“Civilization in all its splendor had descended upon the world. It transformed everything, and it spread the wicked ideas of the men of Nod. A revolution had taken place, ushered in by Lamech’s boys. It ripened humanity for the fallen angels. It readied mankind so that Naamah, the sister of Tubal-Cain, could dare to plot the foulest move of all.”
“What?” Hilda whispered, her eyes wide.
“Naaman as you’ve heard was very beautiful and sly. She was also the mother of divination. She broke through the bound Jehovah had and has set between the physical and spiritual realms. She sought counsel through forbidden channels, learning to speak with the sons of Jehovah, with the fallen angels, to commune with them and through them predict certain events. Fearful and wicked rites took place, too terrible to speak about. Soon, men avidly sought her, seeking to know future things. Yet her next move was the more terrible. She called the fallen angels to her, to appear in bodily form. Then did the sons of Jehovah, the bene elohim, have union with the daughters of men. Through them were born the Nephilim, the heroes of old and the wicked men of renown.”
“Like Ymir?” Beor whispered.
“Like Ymir,” Noah said. “But my point is this. Lamech ushered in civilization. It was a civilization in rebellion against Jehovah. How noble it sounded at first. How proud Lamech was of his children: Jabal the cattleman, Jubal the music maker, Tubal-Cain the artificer and Naamah the spellcaster. They changed the ways of man. They transformed society. And they helped set the conditions for the worst depredations of the demonic realm, first brought on by Lamech’s daughter Naamah. An excess of food gave them time for leisure, leisure to practice evil. Malevolent modes of music captivated their thoughts, running their imaginations along the lines of the composer. In this instance, he was a rebellious man far along the path of the way of Cain. New weapons and tools of war helped unleash a wave of spilled blood that made Cain’s slaughter of Abel with a raised rock seem practically infantile. Yet what lay at the root of all this? The devil’s plots, of course.”
Beor’s eyes gleamed. “Is that what you think is going on with the Tower?”
“I do,” Noah said. “I do because they preach against Jehovah’s will. Consider. Jehovah told us to fill the world with people. They say, No, let us all live in one place together in universal peace. What is their lure? Why, to raise civilization to the old heights. It isn’t in an endeavor to subdue the Earth, as Jehovah commanded Adam, but a self-centered desire of rebellious men. I believe that the devil is behind their goal. That he plots in some subtle manner to unleash the old horrors upon the Earth.”
“More bene elohim?” Beor whispered.
“Perhaps,” Noah said, “or perhaps something worse.”
“What could be worse?” Beor asked.
Noah shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m not the devil. His knowledge is much greater than mine. I would never think to match my wits against his. No. My only hope is to obey Jehovah, to rest on His promises. Let Jehovah war against the devil, for only He is strong enough to defeat him.”
“That makes sense,” Beor said. “But why bring us all the way up here to tell us this?”
Noah grinned.
It reminded Hilda of Ham. In that moment, Noah looked just like his youngest son.
“Come,” Noah said, “I’ll show you.”
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Hilda bent her head against the icy wind and struggled after Noah, following his path through the snow. She found it difficult to believe that the Ark had ever landed up here. How could all the animals have been unloaded in this dreadful weather? For that matter, she found it difficult to believe that the Earth had ever been covered with water. Where had all the water gone to then? Why didn’t the water cover all the Earth now? Noah claimed that deep chasms and canyons had been made for the excess water to drain into. In the Old World, the oceans hadn’t been as deep as they were now. Perhaps it was so, yet it seemed unlikely, thought Hilda. How could a ship hold all the world’s animals? The Earth teemed with beasts. It swarmed with sparrows, hawks, crows, bats, locusts, wasps, flies, worms, snakes, rats, jackals and hordes of antelopes, elephants, wolves, cattle, donkeys, cats and dogs. She became breathless just thinking about it. Could a mere one hundred years of breeding cause such an explosion of beasts?
With the wind shrieking in her ears, Hilda followed Noah’s broad back. She hurried, using him to shield her from the worst of the stormy weather. Old Noah seemed invincible up here, where at Festival with his cough and fever, he’d been a shell of a man. She glanced back. Her father’s face was pale with exhaustion, made more so perhaps because of his shaggy black beard. He lifted his peg leg. Like a spear, it sank into a drift. Then he plowed through the drift and repeated the process. She pitied her father and marveled at his determination.
“Oh,” she said, bumping into Noah’s back.
He regarded a wall, one that towered before them. The wall was a part of a mountain.
A few moments later, her father stood with them. With his gloved hand, Beor brushed tiny icicles off his eyebrows.
“You look lost,” Beor wheezed.
Hilda glanced at Noah. Frost iced his eyebrows and beard just as it did her father. Noah seemed like a creature of the snow, a monster that lurked in these dreadful mountains. He seemed perplexed.
“We should keep moving,” Beor shouted.
The wind whistled down the snowy wall. At times, puffs of snow followed, as if the mountain sneezed on them.
Noah lurched suddenly, at the wall, using his gopher-wood staff to wipe at it.
Hilda and her father traded glances.
Noah kept at his task. Then he lumbered back to them. He shouted at Beor. “Do you have your axe?”
“What’s wrong, Noah?”
“Give me your axe.”
With his furry mittens, Beor fumbled at his belt, at last drawing a hatchet.
The icicle-bearded patriarch went back to the wall, chopping at it. It seemed a futile gesture. Steam rose from him. He kept hammering, ice chips flying.
“What’s he doing?” Hilda asked.
Her father shrugged.
“Why doesn’t he bring us to the Ark?” she asked.
Beor frowned, and he glanced at her again. “Where is the Ark?”
“Up here somewhere,” she said.
“Yes, yes, but where? Wouldn’t snow cover it?”
She glanced sharply at Noah. The old patriarch hammered at the…it was an ice wall, a glacier!
Noah peered into the hole he’d chopped. He whirled around. “Hurry! Come here.”
Hilda crunched through snow. Billows of misty breath pumped out of Noah’s mouth. He had thrown his hood back. Steam rose from his head.
“You must squint,” Noah said, “and then peer into the ice. Look where I chopped.”
Hilda hurried there, and she squinted. Excitement stole her breath. Dizziness threatened. Deep in the ice was wood, the planks of a ship.
“It’s the Ark,” her father whispered.
Goosebumps rose over Hilda. The Ark. She had heard the stories all her life. In fact, the giant barge’s voyagers were her great grandparents. She had heard the stories all her life and half disbelieved them, or found them hard to believe. It was such a fantastic tale. Yet here it was. This ship had sailed from the doomed Antediluvian World, carrying in its belly the entire world’s supply of surviving animals.
She swallowed a lump down her throat.
That meant Jehovah had destroyed a world with water. The Flood had happened. She had always known that, but to see the Ark… Lamech and his children—Jabal, Jubal, Tubal-Cain and Naamah—had changed a world through a new civilization. They had lifted man from the Stone Age and into the Bronze and Iron Age. Strange melodies and songs had fired the imaginations of men, played on instruments never heard before that moment. The songs, wild, passionate and oh so enjoyable, had plowed the minds of men, preparing them for a world infested with demonic invaders. Because they had plenty to eat, leisure time and boredom, they had turned to nefarious deeds. They had brought on themselves the judgment of All Mighty Jehovah.
“We must stop them from building the Tower,” Beor shouted.
“You must warn them,” Noah said, “or at least speak to those who will listen.”
“That’s what I’ve been doing,” Beor shouted. “It got me kicked out of Japheth Land.”
“No,” Noah said. “You’ve warned people against Nimrod. As a warrior, you’ve stood against another warrior. With the power of hatred, you’ve gone as a messenger. What I’m saying is that you go in the love of Jehovah. You must go as a prophet, a preacher of righteousness. You must warn people of a coming doom not brought about by Nimrod, but by the old Serpent, the devil.”
Beor peered into the hole. He shook his head. “I’ve never been a preacher of righteousness. I’m just an angry man, as you’ve said, plotting for revenge.”
“It’s time to be a prophet,” Noah said, “a preacher of righteousness.”
Hilda and her father looked at the Ark again.
Finally, Noah shouted, “We have to head back.” He pointed at dark clouds. “There’s going to be a blizzard. We have to leave before we’re buried with the Ark.”
The three of them turned from the glacier, turned from Mount Ararat, and began the long trek back to Noah’s house on the northern slope region.
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A month later, Beor and the others, in lumbering oxcarts, trundled up and down denuded hills—forests reduced to a thousand stumps. Beor in his odd gait led them, with serenity on his face.
Hilda stared at the sun. It burned. And she cried out in surprise as the nearest oxcart creaked over a stone, causing the overburdened cart to lurch, making the pots, pans and pottery implements on top clatter and clank and threaten to fly out. One of the pulling oxen peered over his shoulder at the noise. Then it returned to trudging one plodding step at a time.
Calmed by the beast, Hilda stayed her switch, yawning soon, wishing it wasn’t so unseasonably hot.
Later, while shaking his head, Yorba sidled next to her. “I don’t understand him anymore. He talks like someone I no longer know.”
Yorba meant her father. Beor had absorbed something elemental from Noah. At first, she had approved because her father seemed happier, no longer brooding. Then he seemed almost monomaniacal about talking about Jehovah, as if nothing else interested him.
“I used to know what we were about,” Yorba said, lifting his bow. “Gaining vengeance against Nimrod. Now your father talks about the devil, about defeating the evil one’s plan.” Yorba glanced at her. “At first I thought it was a clever idea, a disguise for his real motive. Now I think your father is serious.”
“He is serious.”
“But it’s Nimrod who is the problem. He cheated the sons of Canaan. Are we to forget that?”
Hilda shrugged.
Soon, with his sleeve, Yorba wiped his brow and moved on.
In time, they came to a long wall of logs seven cubits high. A horn pealed, and a gate creaked on bronze hinges, swinging inward.
They had reached Shem’s Valley. The houses were scattered randomly, log cabins plastered with reddish-colored mud and surrounded by low stone fences and milling sheep and goats. A higher stone fence cordoned off the valley center. There, booths and stalls orbited a huge log building with small windows on the second floor and a tiny door at ground level. Eber, their guide, called it Elder Hall.
They unpacked, and before Hilda knew it, her father had stepped onto an overturned tub in the marketplace. There, he launched into a sermon. In a voice once used to command hunters, Beor spoke about King Lamech of Nod, how he had sought to build a civilization without Jehovah. A crowd gathered. Some young men arrived, men who after Festival had visited Babel. They jeered when Beor tried to explain that the Tower builders were just like Lamech’s sons.
“Nimrod builds the Tower to the glory of Jehovah,” a youth shouted. “He sacrifices every morning.”
“Yes,” Beor said. “He sacrifices to the angel of the sun, not to Jehovah.”
“It’s the same thing,” a different youth shouted. “You just hate Nimrod because he beat you.”
“Yes,” a third youth said. “He beats you every time you compete against him.”
Beor tried to explain otherwise, but they continued to mock him.
Hilda grew worried as she recognized the old signs of anger and resentment. Her father lost his serenity. His eyes hardened and his beard bristled. Several youths produced rotten vegetables, pelting her father. Beor roared, with green mush staining his forehead. He leapt off the tub and felled a youth with his fist. The rest scattered.
That evening Beor found himself summoned to Elder Hall.
“Let me go with you,” Hilda said.
Beor shook his head, leaving her with Yorba at the hall’s small door.
Time passed. Yorba grew bored and wandered away.
Hilda waited and waited. What was going on in there?
“He should be out soon.”
Hilda whirled around, and she bowed.
Shem smiled at her as he rubbed his chin. “The elders like to make speeches, and I’m certain the idea of a Hamite preaching to Shemites grates on them. Ah. Look. Here he comes now.”
Beor squeezed through the small door. He looked angry. The sight of Shem surprised him.
Shem inquired on the proceedings as Beor apologized for causing trouble.
The patriarch waved that aside and pulled Beor down a lane, toward a modest log cabin. “I want the two of you to join us for dinner.”
“After what I did?” Beor asked.
“I want to hear what you have to say about King Lamech of Nod,” Shem said.
“Why?” Beor asked. “You surely know more about him than I do.”
The smaller, older man studied Beor. “You’re a preacher, and I’ve been having a strange dream.” Shem smiled, a troubled thing. “Will you join us?”
Beor nodded, and Hilda could tell that he was bewildered.
For supper, Ruth served lentils and beef. Afterward they sat around, speaking pleasantries. Finally, Shem said, “The dream is why I wanted to speak with you.”
Beor sat up, expectant.
“My dream is of a strange bird that lives in a faraway land, a desert. Why, I don’t know, but I realize that it’s lived for five hundred years. This bird, a most beautiful creature—its plumage is partly golden and partly red and shaped and sized like an eagle—dies, consumed by fire. I see then that it has died by fire in Babel. Then I’m touching the ashes, and the bird, a phoenix, arises, new and well, living once again.”
Beor sipped water, waiting. “And then?”
“That’s it,” Shem said. “I wake up. Can you tell me what it means?”
“Me?” Beor asked. “How should I know?”
“Does the bird represent sin?” Ruth asked. “Is it sin consumed by the Flood and now reborn in Babel?”
“Or does it mean that I’m to go to Babel,” Shem asked, “and there revive something that is being or has been slain?”
Beor stroked his beard. “Which do you think most likely?”
Shem shook his head.
“I told him he should go to Babel and find out,” Ruth said.
“But if I go, I’m afraid that in my absence my sons will decide to move out of the valley,” Shem said. “Those who went to Babel after Festival were deeply moved by what they saw. They yearn to help lift us out of primitivism and back into civilization.”
“They want to move to Babel?” Beor asked.
“Either that or start a sister city beside the Tigris River,” Shem said.
Beor brooded, shrugging in the end. “I wish I understood. But your dream befuddles me.”
Shem seemed downcast, dispirited.
“Ask him,” Ruth said.
Shem scowled, shaking his head.
“Ask me what?” Beor said.
Shem seemed embarrassed, but Ruth nudged him. Finally, he said, “I need someone I can trust to go with me to Babel.”
Hilda saw the unease in her father.
“That Noah walked alone into danger I’m well aware of,” Shem said. “But I’m not Noah. So I’ve pleaded for Jehovah to send help. Who better to help me than a preacher of righteousness?”
Beor swallowed, causing Hilda to wonder how he’d get out of this, and to wonder why Shem didn’t simply take one of his sons. Then her father surprised her by saying, “I’d be honored to go.”
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Changes had taken place in Babel and changes troubled Ham. All winter long, he’d been exiled with a team of youngsters, working, digging, making a reservoir for an extended canal system.
Because of what Nimrod had done at Festival, the people followed him as War Chief. High Priest Kush strived against him for his old authority. Yet even with Deborah’s wisdom, Kush fell behind.
The War Chief had an advantage due to the constant influx of immigrants, who looked to him for leadership. Some came from Japheth Land. The ex-Scouts of Beor joined the Hunters, having an affinity for that kind of service. Others moved from Shem’s Valley.
Kush’s failure, his loss of nerve and the drubbing from Noah proved choice items of gossip. What gave Nimrod even more power were the Hunters who followed him with greater allegiance, even backing him against their own kin. New bronze armor—patterned off Beor’s fish-scale—gave the leaders among them a regal appearance. They seemed like heroes, men of renown, while Nimrod outshone them all. His lists of feats seemed legendary: wrestler supreme, dragon slayer, lion killer and leviathan hunter. No one had a better record than the Mighty Hunter.
Thinking about Nimrod, Ham sighed as he thrust a shovel into a bank of mud. His back ached and he shivered from a chill wind.
No one called his time here exile. Nimrod was too crafty for that. The War Chief said the youngsters needed a guiding hand, someone with proven ability, someone they admired. All winter long, Ham and Odin endured wind, rain and cold. They also guarded against hyenas and wild dogs. Odin rotated the duty, showing the lads how to hurl javelins and twirl slings. Ham guided the actual project.
The workers shoveled clay until the wooden pails brimmed. A lad put a carrying pole over his shoulders and staggered up a ramp, dumping the mud and occasional stones onto the rim of the growing embankment. Nimrod wanted the grand Babel Reservoir, as he had named it, to be the town’s storage lake. In times of drought, they would tap the reservoir for water. It was a good plan but grueling work.
It meant Ham was fitter now than at any time in the last twenty years. The work also hardened the lads, which was part of the idea. As spring approached, the lads eagerly awaited the floodwaters to boil into the reservoir. They pestered Ham to give them a celebration. They also suggested that Odin return to the city. He should beg Nimrod to dedicate the reservoir to the angel of the sun. They wanted a party and they wanted to see the Singers.
Ham straightened, thrust his shovel into the mud and stretched his back. The youngsters kept working, the sound of their shovels striking earth a constant sound. Ham coughed. He’d picked up a cold. For the last few days, he’d lain in his hut, resting. He still felt achy today and decided to call it quits.
He trudged up the creaking ramp and limped along a path strewn with swaying reeds. Several leagues later, he neared the Euphrates with its high banks and obligatory date palms. There, he came to an open area with a wall of thorns. It was the protection against hyenas and wild dogs. He limped to a cluster of reed huts, weaving around piles of pottery shards, bones and sniffing guard dogs. The huts were crude, although they kept out the wind and rain. He untied his sandals, crawled onto a reed mat and fell into a troubled slumber.
Barking dogs woke him later.
His throat hurt worse than before, but he tied on his sandals and threw a cloak over his shoulders. He ducked outside just in time to see the gate open and a chariot pull in. Ham whistled at the dogs, calling them. Then he noticed the fancy charioteer. It was Canaan, who had come alone.
Canaan wore a soft square hat of leopard-skin, a scarlet robe, a golden belt and tiny sliver bells on his boots. Canaan hurried to him, the bells tinkling all the way. A black piece of obsidian, polished so it shone and circled by copper, dangled from his son’s throat. Ham didn’t know if it was an amulet, talisman or a new badge of office.
“Canaan,” Ham whispered in way of greeting. His throat hurt too badly for him to talk any louder.
Canaan clasped his hands. As he did, tears leaked from his son’s eyes. “You must come quickly, Father.”
“What’s wrong?” Ham whispered.
“Mother has swooned. It happened three or four days ago.”
“What? You only came now?”
“Everyone thought she would revive. She has before.”
Ham gripped his son’s smooth hands, so unlike the rough paws a winter of digging had given him.
“She breathes but remains unconscious,” Canaan said, dropping his gaze. “I can’t raise her. Neither can Kush, Nimrod or Semiramis.”
“Raise her? What was he talking about?
“Please. You must come before it’s too late.”
In a daze, Ham climbed aboard the chariot. Canaan lashed the donkeys, and the chariot rattled along the dirt road. A growing headache and a welling fear for his wife made it a dreadful journey.
As they drove, Canaan told him that Rahab had been sick for months. They prayed for her often, and tried to raise her spirits. She had swooned several times before, but had never remained unconscious for so long.
“What’s that mean?” Ham asked.
A wary look made Canaan seem like a ferret. “Well, she didn’t swoon exactly.”
“What then?” Ham said. “Make sense.”
“There were times we couldn’t wake her.”
“That’s not swooning, but something else entirely. What’s wrong with you boys? Why wasn’t I fetched right away?”
Canaan studied the path.
Ham grabbed a fistful of the fancy robe, ready to tear it off.
“Nimrod felt—”
Ham roared at the name, releasing the robe, barely keeping himself from hurling Canaan off the chariot and lashing the donkeys until they bled.
The leagues passed in silence. The wild terrain gave way to cultivated fields and pleasant groves. Finally, the proud city of his sons rose up. Horns pealed from the walls. Soon, they drove through the Lion Gate. Some of the houses seemed bigger than before. They took a turn down a different lane and Ham’s eyes widened.
The Tower was huge. It stood in a wide plaza, a vast open area, really. They had already raised the first level over five cubits high. Thousands of bricks—hundreds of thousands of glazed, kiln-burnt bricks—Ham blinked, staggered at the work this represented. Were they mad? This thing was a monstrosity. The base was square with brick piled on brick. Even now, men staggered up a ramp with baskets, the headbands helping to stabilize the load on their backs.
At five cubits high, the Tower already dominated the city. It made everything around it seem like a hovel of huts.
Ham tore his gaze from the thing. He noticed people going past that he didn’t recognize.
“Festival worked,” Canaan told him. “The others have already started immigrating here.”
Meaningless, meaningless, motes scattered by the wind, thought Ham. What was wrong with his wife?
Canaan cracked the whip and took another turn. Children screamed, running out of the chariot’s path.
Ham frowned. Canaan didn’t drive him to his house, but aimed at a large clay cube he’d never seen before. It too had been constructed out of glazed bricks. The cube was square, two stories tall and wide.
Canaan yanked the reins and the donkeys almost collapsed as they halted before broad clay steps leading into the cube.
“This way,” Canaan said, tugging Ham.
Ham grabbed Canaan. “This isn’t my house.”
“We brought her to the temple,” Canaan said. “We thought to revive her by our arts.”
Unease filled Ham as they hurried up the steps into the cube, running through a small door, the only entrance he could see. They hurried down a dim corridor that smelled of incense and then stepped into a torch-smoky hall. It was big and spacious, with bizarre paintings on the walls. Angels with wings bore swords, pictured bulls with man-faces and eagle’s wings soared around the moon. Painted stars glittered everywhere, while a man-creature with a jackal’s head held scales, one end of the scale clustered with people, the other with a bleeding heart.
“What are those?” whispered Ham.
“Powers and principalities,” Canaan said in a hushed voice. “We’ve learned so much, Father. You would be amazed.”
Ham groaned. Rahab lay on a brick slab, a blanket pulled up to her chin. Porphyry-stone the color of burning coals made up the tiles around the slab. He staggered to her, touching her cold cheek, her clammy forehead. Like a prune, wrinkled and sucked dry of life, she slept as a wraith of what she had once been.
“Oh, Rahab,” Ham whispered. “Won’t you sit up and greet me with a kiss?” Tears trickled down his cheeks, sunburned by a winter in the reservoir.
“We called to her spirit,” Canaan whispered.
Wiping his eyes, Ham peered at his son, at the costly garb and the…powers and principalities painted on the walls. The feel reminded him of Antediluvian Chemosh.
“Did you try praying to Jehovah?” Ham asked.
Canaan winced as if slapped.
“We used our arts, Father, I promise you that. We called…” Canaan moistened his lips. “It’s been a busy year. You built the reservoir, while Nimrod and Semiramis have taught us much. Not even the eternal fire could warm mother’s blood. Then, despite what the others said, I knew we must summon you.”
Ham shuddered, and he avoided looking at the painted angels and bull-men. Weariness filled him. Noah had been right. When had his father ever been wrong? He drew aside the blanket.
“What are you doing?” Canaan asked.
Ham scooped up his small wife. She breathed shallowly, and a flutter indicated her heartbeat. It was so soft, much too frail. She was skin and bones, nothing more than a wraith. Tears dripped from his eyes as he carried her, with Canaan dogging his side.
“No, Father. We must ask the War Chief’s permission to take her.”
“You ask him,” Ham muttered.
Canaan clutched an elbow. “I caution you. She’s your wife, but our mother, the mother of the Hamites.”
A hollow, hurtful laugh—searing his tender throat—caused Canaan’s hand to drop away. Ham carried Rahab out of the evil hold. He turned down dusty streets with small mud homes, heading for his own. As he neared it, puzzlement filled him.
“There used to be houses here,” he told Canaan, who had remained with him.
“We tore them down to make room for the Tower,” Canaan said.
Ham glanced around, searching. “Where’s my house?”
Canaan looked away.
Ham realized then his offspring had torn down his house with the others. He ground his teeth. They had stolen his home while he’d toiled in the reservoir. Where had Rahab lived? Where had she slept? Indecisive, holding his dying wife, Ham turned away as sons, daughters and grandchildren and now great-grandchildren ran after him. They called him. He couldn’t hear their words, what they actually said anyway. It was just noise washing against him. He took one step at a time, recalling Noah’s words: “Take who you can out of Babel.”
He headed for the Lion Gate, with a host trailing behind him. They whispered among themselves, although no one dared to bar his path.
“Grandfather.”
Ham recognized Nimrod’s voice. It sounded quite imperious. For a moment, Ham could have sworn the face of Ymir appeared ghostlike in his mind’s eye.
“Leave me,” Ham said as he clutched Rahab to his chest. He staggered out the gate, going a hundred paces beyond. There he sagged to his knees, weeping over his wife, tenderly smoothing her silver hair.
Her eyelids fluttered.
“Rahab?” he asked.
“Ham,” she whispered.
“I love you,” he said, brushing her cheek. “I’ve always loved you.”
She gazed into his eyes, hers filmed. The light-of-life in her eyes flickered lower. A smile curved her cracked lips. Then, her eyelids closed and her breath stilled as she died.
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At midnight, Ham and Kush reeled around the Tower, with stars glittering in the heavens. A leathery jug with a wooden stopper passed between them. Palm-wine trickled down their throats as, in turn, they upended the jug.
“Leave me some,” Ham said.
Kush was very drunk. He grinned as he drank. Wine spilled against his teeth, staining his beard and dripping onto his robe.
Scowling, Ham snatched the jug from him.
Hiccupping, Kush said, “Don’t worry. There’s more if we want.”
Ham guzzled. He didn’t know what to do now that Rahab was gone.
Kush solemnly raised his head, pointing at the night watchman peering down from the Towerin-construction. “What do you want, boy, a taste?”
The night watchman and his lantern retreated out of sight.
Drunkenness tried to hold Ham’s emptiness at bay. What lingered threatened to cause him to scream at the heavens, to grab a sword and hew all Babel to death. Instead, to drive away the pain, he said, “I thought they forbid the watchman to come down at night. That on oath, whoever is watchman must remain up there until morning.”
“That’s right,” Kush said.
“Why?”
“Because the Tower is sacred.”
Ham glared at the Tower. He yearned to kick it, to leap upon it like a beast and rip away brick after brick. He guzzled more wine instead, panting as Kush tore the jug from him.
“Leave me some,” Kush said.
Ham swayed as Kush drank.
“The night watchman paces the Tower section by section,” Kush said, rambling. “He keeps his lantern close to the bricks, scraping up pigeon droppings and depositing them in a pouch. We must prevent pollution, you understand. In the morning, the watchman gives the pouch to Canaan or me, who hand it out as holy manure, guaranteed to increase a field’s yield.”
Ham grunted. It sounded like a sham worthy of the Tower.
They stumbled over stray bricks left by the workers and knocked shoulders. With tears leaking from his eyes, Kush took Ham’s arm and told a story about Rahab.
The boy had loved his mother. Who hadn’t loved Rahab? If anyone ever spoke ill of her, Ham vowed to stick a knife into the man’s guts. Even Nimrod had spoken glowingly of her. The War Chief had presided over Rahab today, making it a citywide occasion. Tomorrow they would burn her on a pyre, her ashes saved in a jar.
Ham was glad now that after the ceremony Kush had pulled him aside and pleaded he come to his house to toast Rahab’s memory. Kush had said that tonight they should forget their differences.
The boxing story resurfaced as they reeled around the Tower. After that, they staggered in silence. The last dregs sloshed at the bottom of the jug, but both men seemed disinclined to end the night by draining it.
Panting, Ham leaned against the baked brick wall and cradled the jug like a baby.
Kush swayed, blinking, a weird smile appearing and then disappearing.
“What?” Ham slurred.
With his finger, Kush brushed the side of his nose, as if he knew a great secret. His full white beard and its streak of wine-stain and, with his palm-softened features, he seemed wise, philosophic and sage.
“You look like a mongoose with a mouse,” Ham said.
Kush glanced both ways before he said, “Listen.”
“What?”
Kush shuffled closer, his eyes glazed. “A secret,” he whispered. “It’s hidden knowledge.” He licked his lips, looking about before he bent nearer. “Using it, I could have predicted my failure versus Noah. The foray was doomed from the beginning.”
Ham found it difficult to concentrate. “That’s nonsense,” he said.
“Listen,” hissed Kush. “We’ve cracked the code.” His eyes shone. “I’ve cracked it. The marvel is that none of the old ones ever did. Makes you wonder. In fact, I suspect they knew all along but selfishly kept it to themselves.”
Ham glared drunkenly at his boy.
Kush blinked owlishly, stroking his wine-stained beard. Drunkenness had stolen the harshness from his features, leaving him looking ocular and profound.
 “What do you see?” Kush said, pointing at the crescent moon.
“The night sky.”
“Right. Stars, planets and other heavenly bodies.”
“So?” Ham asked, drooling because of numb lips.
“So? he says. Listen. That isn’t really what you see.”
Ham squinted up at the stars.
“The heavens are filled with outlines of men, women, animals, monsters and other objects. Each of the outlines holds a set number of stars.”
“Ah,” Ham said. “You mean the constellations.”
“Yes. Forty-eight star groups, forty-eight figures and forty-eight constellations.”
Ham continued squinting. He knew the legends, had been fed on them since he first started talking. In the heavens, the sky, the Sun took twelve equal steps throughout the year, changing the positions of the nighttime star-groupings. This zoad or walk or going by steps, like a ladder, had been named the Zodiac. Each month a different group of stars came into prominence, hence the twelve signs. It began with Virgo the Virgin and showed the figure of a prostrate young woman, with an ear of wheat in one hand and a branch in the other. The fourth sign was Scorpio the Scorpion: the figure of a gigantic, noxious and deadly insect with its tail and sting uplifted in anger, as if striking. The last, the twelfth sign was Leo the Lion: the figure of a great lion, leaping forth to rend, with its paws over the writhing body of Hydra, the Serpent, which was in the act of fleeing.
Each of the major signs had three decans. The decans of Sagittarius the Bowman for instance were Lyra, an eagle holding the lyre, as in triumphant gladness; Ara the Altar, with consuming fire, burning downward; and Draco the Dragon, the old Serpent, winding himself about the pole in horrid contortions. The decans of Aries the Ram were Cassiopeia, the woman enthroned; Cetus the Sea-Monster, closely and strongly bound by the Lamb; and Peruses, an armed and mighty man with winged feet, who carried away in triumph the cut-off head of a monster full of writhing serpents.
After Adam and Eve’s terrible fall from grace, Jehovah gave them special revelation. The Serpent and its seed would war throughout the ages and lose against the woman and her seed. This knowledge, Jehovah wished everyone to know. What Adam learned, and what he observed in the heavens, he passed on to Seth and he in turn taught his descendant Enoch. Long lives allowed them to study the night sky at leisure, and living at the same time for hundreds of years, they pooled their knowledge, observations and revelations. They invented the Zodiac as a primeval and constant source of the great story of man’s coming Redeemer.
Even drunk to the point of idiocy, Ham could recite the Zodiac and what the various decans meant. Three “Books” made up the story. Each book contained four chapters. Thus, Book One was The Redeemer Promised. Its chapters were Virgo, Libra, Scorpio and Sagittarius. Each decan along with the main sign meant that four points made up each chapter. Book Two was The Redeemer’s People, made up of chapters Capricorn, Aquarius, Pisces and Aries. The last book was Redemption Completed, the chapters Taurus, Gemini, Cancer and Leo.
In essence, the story foretold a coming Savior who would be bruised but victorious, defeating Satan, and then taking His people with Him to Heaven.
“Oh, the Antediluvians were clever,” Kush said. “Adam, Seth and Enoch, they hid as much as they revealed. But others watched. Others saw what happened and listened in on conversations held long ago. Not all secrets have been buried under the mud of the Deluge.”
Ham wiped spittle from his beard and shook the jug, wondering if he should drain it.
Kush chuckled, absorbed with his guile. “Nimrod and Semiramis delve deeply. So does Canaan. But I, ah, I have long sought the hidden things. So to me has been revealed…secrets.”
“Secrets?” Ham slurred. “What secrets?”
With his superior smile, almost a smirk, Kush brushed the side of his nose. “The old lore tells it like this. Jehovah said, ‘Let there be lights in the expanse of the heavens to separate the day from the night, and let them be for signs, and for seasons, and for days and for years.’”
Ham nodded, reciting drunkenly, “Jehovah is the Maker of the Bear and Orion, the Pleiades and the constellations of the south.”
“Yes,” Kush said. “It is deep lore. Yet there is deeper still. As Nimrod has learned, and I in my secret studies have learned, angels are given tasks. One of those tasks is to move the stars, the planets and thus the constellations.”
Ham shrugged.
“No,” Kush said, “don’t dismiss it. It means everything.”
Ham shook the jug, listening to the last dregs slosh.
“Angels move the stars and the wandering planets,” Kush said. “They are under Divine injunctions. The moments have meaning. More than that, which star a man is born under controls his fate. What he does on certain days is fixed by which constellations are in ascension. But don’t think anyone can decipher such lore. Oh, I have scrolls, Father, carefully written, deeply studied and now compared against the knowledge of the ancients. The angel of the sun teaches us, he teaches me.”
Ham blinked, wondering if any of this was important.
“Charts, lines, stars and birth-dates,” Kush said. “It all has bearing.”
“Bearing on what?”
“On a man’s horoscope,” Kush whispered.
Ham shivered, and for a moment, he seemed swathed in darkness. He rubbed his eyes until he saw the stars again and Kush’s evil grin.
“Astrology,” Kush said, with a drunken wave indicating the heavens. “The old ones understood the power, but they only revealed to posterity bits and pieces. Now we’ve unlocked their secrets.”
“You’re babbling.”
“No. I studied Nimrod’s chart. He’s a Leo, the Lion, the King and the Conqueror. Yes, I’ve delved deeper into the art than any one else in Babel. I’ve studied my own chart. I never could have succeeded against Noah during the weeks before and after Festival, or during either. The stars predicted failure and predicted Nimrod’s rise.”
Ham frowned, with a sharp pain in his belly. He massaged his gut.
“Neither Nimrod nor I have made the secret known,” Kush said, “but we will, in time. Only the inner circle knows about it now. Astrology is one of our secret powers, one of the reasons why we will win. The others will flail at the wrong times, while we, from now on, will strike at the best moment. And when the Tower is finished…” Kush squinted. Wheels moved slowly in his mind, it seemed, changing Kush’s features at each turn. “You can keep a secret, can’t you, Father?”
Ham belched, the air-bubble finally escaping his gut. “What was that?” he asked, as drowsiness threatened to take him.
Kush smiled wisely. “You won’t remember any of this, will you?”
Ham swayed as he peered at the moon. Even for him he’d ingested an amazing amount of wine. He slid against the Tower, his chin sinking onto his chest.
“No,” he heard Kush say. “You won’t remember a word.”
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Ham was too sick to be enraged. His eyes were bloodshot and his face puffy. Early this morning granddaughters of his had found him in the street, shaken him awake and helped him up. Long years of drunkenness and its aftermath had kept him from puking. They led him into a spacious home, Canaan’s he realized dimly. There he had been purified and given a fine robe, boots, his hair and beard combed and a hat placed on his head. Canaan had led him back to the cube-shaped temple.
As before, he halted on the steps. He swayed and his vision blurred. It felt as if he might be sick after all. A tired smile cracked his lips as he envisioned puking on the steps. That seemed like the right thing to do.
“Are you well?” Canaan asked.
Ham rubbed his dry mouth. “What are we doing here?”
“Mother lies within.”
Ham recoiled, and anger stirred. His head throbbed. He rubbed his forehead, willing himself better. “I took her out of here.”
“It was decided that she should rest here before the final journey.”
Ham squeezed his eyes shut. Why did his children use such odd terms? What was final journey supposed to mean? Everyone knew a soul left the body the instant of death. Rahab was already gone.
“From dust she was formed,” Canaan said. “To dust she shall return.”
Ham groaned at the dreadfulness of the words.
The hand on his elbow tightened. “Come, Father. You are to help us carry her to the pyre.”
After what seemed an age, Ham nodded. It hurt his aching head. He trudged up the stairs with Canaan. In the temple, he found Kush, Menes and Put. They wore costly long robes, hats and boots. Each seemed somber. They mumbled words of consolation to him as he gaped at Rahab laid out on a stretcher. She wore a fine gown and hat, and her face had been painted with cosmetics.
“It is time,” Canaan said. “Father, you will lead us.”
Ham stared at his beloved. He couldn’t believe she was dead. He refused to believe. He staggered to her, kneeling, touching the cold skin. He bit his lips and stroked her forehead.
“Father,” Canaan said, with his hand on his shoulder. “You will lead us.”
Ham looked up at his handsome son. “No,” he said. “I will be a pallbearer.” All his life he had worked. He had helped build the Ark. He had plowed the first fields in the New World. He had made the first bow. He had smelted ores and forged many things. He did. He used his hands, getting them dirty. He didn’t make windy speeches or dream up airy ideas. So at his wife’s funeral…he would work. He would carry her.
“If you’re a pallbearer,” Canaan said, as if speaking to a child, “who will lead the procession?”
“I will,” Ham said, “as a pallbearer.”
“There are four sons here,” Canaan pointed out.
Ham stared at his youngest son, studying him. In many ways, he was a good son. “You will follow behind,” Ham said.
“Me?” Canaan asked.
“You.”
The superior attitude slipped from Canaan. “Why not have Put or Menes trail in back?”
The reason was obvious, Ham thought, but he didn’t want to say it.
“You’re hung over,” Canaan said. “You’re not thinking right. You will lead us to the pyre. The four sons will be the pallbearers.”
Ham took a deep breath. He didn’t want to quarrel, not here, not now. “No, my son, you must listen to me. You must obey your father.”
With that trapped ferret look, Canaan glanced at his brothers. “I’m to be a pallbearer.”
“Grant him his request, brother,” Kush said. “Consider the occasion.”
Canaan laughed; it had a shrill quality. “Oh, no, no. I’m not going to be pushed aside that easily. We all agreed it would be this way.”
Ham rose. He was weary, tired, with little fight left in him, and his hip ached. He put a gentle hand on Canaan, who flinched and stared at him. “Let us show respect for the dead. Let us not quarrel. Accept my judgment, my son.”
“But why me?” Canaan cried. “I came to fetch you from the reservoir, remember?”
“Yes,” Ham said. “I remember, and I thank you for doing so.”
“I’m the youngest son,” Canaan said, “but that’s no reason for excluding me.”
Ham looked away.
A wild look entered Canaan’s eyes. He shook his head. “There’s no other reason for me not to be a pallbearer.”
“There is,” Ham said, and it hurt him to say it. He loved his son. In many ways, he was a good boy.
“What?” Canaan said. “What is the reason?”
“Come,” Ham said to his other sons. “It is time.”
“No!” Canaan said. “I’m to be a pallbearer. I will not be demeaned before the people. I will not walk behind.”
“You must,” Ham said, gently.
“But there’s no reason.”
Ham took a deep breath. This was hard, so very hard. “You are cursed,” he said.
Canaan staggered away, his eyes wild, wide, stark. He looked at his brothers, then back at Ham. He worked his mouth. Finally, his shoulders deflated.
“I’m sorry,” Ham said.
Canaan turned away and his shoulders shook.
Ham, feeling more wretched than ever, took one end of the bier, nodding to his other sons. They approached, and at a signal from Ham, they lifted the bier, hoisting Rahab to their shoulders. Marching down the narrow corridor and squeezing through the small door, they moved down the temple steps and toward the Tower. In the distance, he saw that all the people of Babel stood in the plaza, milling, talking and waiting for the ceremony to begin.
As they moved down the lane, Ham saw the giant pyre. It seemed for a moment as if it became a living thing, eager to devour his beloved wife. On the hastily built wooden steps before the pyre, Nimrod waited in splendid robes. He wore a bronze band like a crown, with a single horn jutting from the front.
Ham didn’t want to wrestle the bier through the crowd. He didn’t think he had the strength to do so. He said, “Turn left, we’ll use the lanes to come behind the pyre.”
With leaden steps, he and his sons marched through Babel, taking various lanes to work their way behind the pyre and to avoid the crowd. The weight of the world seemed to descend on Ham. Tears threatened, but he fought them back. Oh, Rahab… he had never thought it would end like this. She had been such a good wife and he had often been such a terrible husband.
“Take the next right,” tall Menes said, who held the pole behind Ham.
Ham did, and he staggered a half step.
The houses beside him were two-story. The lane was narrow so two laden donkeys might find it hard to pass one another. The buzz of the waiting crowd was muted because of the tall homes. None of those things surprised Ham. Two men barred the way. They didn’t stand in a threatening manner. One held a long staff. The other one breathed heavily, with huge thumbs hooked in a broad leather belt, an axe thrust through it.
“Halt!” cried Ham.
His sons stopped.
“Greetings, brother,” Shem said. He leaned on his staff in a manner reminiscent of Noah. He looked travel stained, his robe grimy and his sandaled feet dirty. His black beard was caked with dust, although his dark eyes seemed very clear. Beside him, Beor looked weary.
“Shem, what are you doing here?” Ham asked.
“Who do you carry?” Shem asked.
“Rahab.”
“Where do you take her?”
“To the pyre.”
“To burn?” Beor asked.
Ham nodded.
“To turn her body into ashes?” Beor asked.
Ham nodded again.
Shem and Beor traded glances.
“I think the meaning of your dream has revealed itself,” Beor said.
Shem seemed troubled.
“Grandmother Rahab is the rare bird,” Beor said. “Soon she will be ashes.”
Shem shook his head, and he became very pale.
Ham wondered what Beor babbled about. Yet he didn’t have time to inquire. “You must stand aside,” he said.
Shem lifted his face heavenward. “Isn’t this foolishness?”
To Ham the act of talking to the sky seemed foolishness. It, combined with Shem and Beor’s appearance, made the moment surreal, seemingly otherworldly, especially with his dead wife on his shoulder.
Shem sighed, and he straightened, approaching them. “Lower the brier.”
“You must step aside,” Kush said.
“Listen to Shem,” Beor said.
Ham did not intend to try to ram through Beor. He didn’t know what this was about, but he was too weary to argue. “Lower it,” he said.
Reluctantly, Kush did, as did the others.
“Stand back,” Shem said.
Kush bristled. Ham shook his head. “Listen to him. Let him pay his last respects to the dead.”
His three sons stepped back beside Canaan, who had trailed them after all.
Ham smiled sadly at Shem. “She is the first of us to go. Mother is dead, I realize, but among the children, I mean.”
Shem sighed again, deeply, and his eyes took on an intense cast. Ham noticed that he clutched the staff so his fingers turned white. He didn’t understand. Shem wasn’t usually this emotional.
“Brother,” whispered Shem. “The LORD Jehovah has sent me to Babel.”
Ham frowned. That sounded ominous.
“I have a task here,” Shem said. “Only now do I understand it.”
“What task?”
Shem’s throat convulsed as he swallowed. “Nothing is impossible for Jehovah. The Creator is able to bring things into existence that are not. Do believe that?”
Ham frowned. He didn’t understand what was going on, what Shem was trying to say.
“Do you believe that Jehovah can do all things?” Shem asked.
“I do,” Ham said.
Shem fell onto his knees. He set down his staff, and he put his dusty hand on Rahab’s face. In a loud voice he cried, “O LORD my Jehovah, let this woman’s life return to her.”
Behind him, Ham heard his sons gasp. He stared stupidly at his brother. What did Shem think he was doing?
“Again,” urged Beor. “Call out again.”
“O LORD my Jehovah,” cried Shem, “let this woman’s life return to her.”
To Ham it seemed that Shem wilted. His brother’s features became ashen. Shem had always been Jehovah crazy. But this…not even Noah had ever attempted to raise the dead. It was madness.
“O LORD my Jehovah,” cried Shem a third time, “let this woman’s life return to her.”
Terror whelmed within Ham. For color returned to Rahab’s cheeks. Her skin twitched. Ham groaned and his knees threatened to unlatch.
Shem said, “The LORD Jehovah has heard my cry, and Rahab’s life has been returned to her. Arise, Rahab!” Shem took her hand.
Rahab opened her eyes, and with Shem’s help, she sat up.
Two thumps startled Ham. He turned to see that Canaan and Menes had fainted. Put seemed dazed, while Kush’s eyes had opened wider than Ham had ever seen a man’s do, and his hair stood on end.
“We must give her something to eat,” Shem said.
“I have food,” Beor said. He took a piece of bread from his belt-pouch.
Shem broke it apart and gave some to Rahab. She did eat.
Unbidden, tears flowed from Ham’s eyes. He knelt beside his wife, touching her, wondering if he dreamed.
“Hello Ham,” she said, smiling.
“Rahab?” he whispered.
She glanced about, with a hint of a frown in her eyes. “I remember… I seem to recall bright…” Her frown deepened as she chewed the bread.
“Rahab,” Ham said, touching her cheek.
She smiled, taking his hand.
He hugged her, helping her stand. “You’re alive.”
“Of course I’m alive,” she said. “What a strange thing to say.” Then she noticed his tears. “Darling, why are you crying? And why are my sons lying in the dirt?”
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Amazement, bewilderment and shock struck Babel. At first even Nimrod was stunned into silence. Rahab walked to the pyre, alive, well, seething with vitality.
Shem and Beor followed in her train, and Beor clumped up the wooden steps to Nimrod, greeting him. Then the big man turned to the crowd and gave his first sermon in Babel under the shadow of the Tower.
Work on the Tower stopped immediately.
People debated the idea of spreading out in small clans, filling the world as Jehovah had decreed when the eight had first exited the Ark.
Tirelessly, Beor rose each morning with Shem beside him. Beor spoke earnestly about Jehovah: that the people turn from the way of Cain. He and Shem had spoken during the journey south. Combined with Noah’s teachings, Beor now brimmed with Jehovah-knowledge.
Beor had never envisioned that he would return to his tribe like this. Cracking heads, bellowing, showing them who the real fighter was, that’s how he had imagined it many lonely nights while in exile in Japheth Land. Now he spoke to the people in the cool of the morning. Together with Shem in the afternoon, he prayed to Jehovah. At night, he rested, usually dinning with Ham and Rahab, sometimes with other families. He felt more at peace than at any time in his life. Yet there was a void, a secret pain that he was unwilling to tell Shem for it seemed petty and well, sinful. At night as he lay on his mat, sometimes outside on the roof of a house, he stared at the stars. At other times, on cold nights beside the coals of a hearth, he prayed to Jehovah to give him the strength to resist the temptation of this secret sin.
In the morning, he preached once more. It delighted him to see people nod, to take in the thoughts of Noah and Shem, the ideas each of them had taught him. And if he was honest with himself—he tried hard to be—he was fiercely glad to thwart Nimrod’s evil scheme. He wondered at times if he was happier stopping the evil or stopping Nimrod. He suspected the latter and prayed that it be the former.
Then the spring floods came. The Euphrates surged with raging water, and the time of hard canal work took precedence over everything else.
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Nimrod crouched in the grass of the plain, his hand on the sleek hide of his cheetah, Azel. He loathed canal work, directing teams here or others there. Naturally, he couldn’t give the old task back to Kush. The people looked up to the man who led them in the farmer’s chores. So today, he had told Uruk oversee the work. Uruk was a handy man, willing to do anything. Nimrod simply had to get away from the suffocating presence of Shem and Beor. They drove him to despair.
As he couched in the grass, he bared his teeth like a wolf. Underneath his hand, Azel grew stiff.
Nimrod raised his head, peering up from the grasses around him. A gazelle wandered by, apart from the herd that nibbled the short stalks farther away. The lone gazelle paused, looking up, its nostrils twitching. Then it bent its head, tearing from the lush grass.
Nimrod eased up his bow, laying a reed arrow on the wood, drawing the string. The twang made the gazelle start. Then an arrow stuck in its hindquarters,
“Go,” whispered Nimrod.
The cheetah shot out of the grass. The wounded gazelle didn’t have a chance. The rest of the herd bounded a short distance away and watched the dismal drama.
The Mighty Hunter trotted near and pulled the cheetah off its kill, hooking a leash to the leather collar. The beast hissed as if it would bite him. Then training took over. Nimrod threw it a piece of bloody meat. Afterward, the beast allowed itself to be pulled away.
Dressing the kill and taking the choicest pieces, Nimrod pondered his dilemma. A league later brought him to the hunting camp. An awning had been erected against the sun and leather tarps laid out. A Hunter readied a campfire. Minos played tunes on his harp for Semiramis and her maidens. Nimrod brought the kill to the cook, who began to ready it.
He drank from a jug and rinsed his hands. Then Nimrod paced along the outer edge of camp.
From the corners of their eyes, the others watched him, whispering to each other. Finally, several urged Semiramis to talk to him, no doubt to discover what ailed him. She seemed reluctant, but at last rose and approached him. She seemed concerned, worried, although she was careful to smile. Nimrod had long ago made it clear that he enjoyed a pleasant, cheerful countenance rather than a dour one.
“What troubles you, my husband?”
He peered at the horizon, not bothering to glance at her.
She hesitated, and then pressed against his side. “Is it Beor?”
“It isn’t the crops,” he said sarcastically.
“Yet the yearly flood couldn’t have come at a better time,” she said.
He regarded her.
“Rahab’s recovery—”
“Being raised from the dead isn’t a recovery, my pretty. It’s a miracle.” 
Resentment flashed across her features. She quickly smoothed that away. “You’re right. That was a poor choice of words. But consider this. The miracle awed our people, making fertile soil for Beor’s preaching. Naturally, they heeded him. How could they not? Now they work as of old, keeping the canals intact and saving their fields. When they’re done, the miracle won’t seem as miraculous. They will have become accustomed to it. And Beor’s words… They’re hard, like all of Jehovah’s sayings. Jehovah is so demanding, so strict and such a tyrant. Who can breathe under the dictates of Jehovah? Believe me. The people will soon grow weary of listening to this new preacher.”
“Perhaps,” Nimrod said, “and perhaps not. The people with their whims are like the wind, blowing first one way and then another.” He shook his head. “I can’t count on that. Beor’s influence and by him Jehovah’s must be broken. And yet…” A troubled look entered his eyes. He put his broad hand on Semiramis’ throat. “Do you know what I wonder?”
“No, my husband,” she said, her eyes bright.
“I wonder if Jehovah is right. I wonder if the angel tricked us.” He applied pressure, squeezing her throat. “I hate being a pawn, Semiramis. I loathe being at the disposal of another. I am Nimrod. I am the Mighty Hunter. I choose my own fate. I decide for myself. Yet this miracle…”
He let go of her throat and studied the horizon. The miracle frightened him. How did one war against that kind of power? There had to be a way. Somehow, he must strike off the shackles that others tried to forge and put on him, even if the other was Jehovah. He must be free! Free to live and do as he desired, not to be a slave. He laughed. He put a collar and leash on Azel, his cheetah. What he wouldn’t allow was anyone to put a collar and leash on him.
“Now is the time when we must gather strength,” Semiramis said. “As the people toil at canal work, we must regroup.”
“Eh?” Nimrod asked.
“While the spring flood keeps the others busy, we must marshal all who are ours and find a way to stop Beor’s hideous influence.”
“What do you suggest?”
“We need our most cunning minds,” she said, “our deepest thinkers. Gilgamesh has always helped you in the past. Perhaps now is the time to bring him back. He has been gone long enough in the marsh. Why, even Ramses has finally returned, giving up on his sister. Only Gilgamesh remains there.”
“Forget about Gilgamesh.”
“Husband,” she said, clutching his arm. “I know you’re angry with him. And—”
“No. Gilgamesh has been driven insane. This girl… What’s her name?”
“Opis.”
“Yes, her,” Nimrod said. “She is surely dead. Gilgamesh knows that, yet he refuses to return. Like some living ghost, he haunts the great southern marsh.” Nimrod shook his head. “Let him rot.”
“Listen, my husband, please. You mustn’t let your anger color your judgment. We need Gilgamesh. He is your friend, your best friend.”
“No. Uruk is my best friend.”
“Yes,” she said. “Uruk is tireless in your service. He is a good man. But Gilgamesh has that rare gift of thinking. Now we need him more than ever.”
Nimrod peered at her with suspicion.
She bowed her head.
“You seem very eager for Gilgamesh to return.”
“Don’t you think that now is our most dangerous moment?” she asked. “That as you attempt the great prize, the most devious and deadly peril has arisen?”
“It has,” he admitted.
“That is why I counsel you as I do. There are no other reasons.”
He studied her, before breathing deeply. “I’ve wondered on a way to restore the balance, to rid us of this Jehovah lunacy. Imagine, wandering in small groups over the face of the Earth, devoured one by one by the beasts. Mankind would perish. And if not, then what would be the point of existence? A dirty, miserable life, breaking our backs hoeing or trotting after sheep. What glories could be achieved? What heights of civilization could be scaled? None. Certainly none for us.”
Nimrod shook his head. “Here, in this generation, if we unite, we can dare grand goals. We can raise a monument to the ages. Think of it, Semiramis. Our names will be etched in eternity as the builders of civilization, as the rulers of it, the patrons. Perhaps even as its…” He grinned, with the gleam of the future in his eyes. “We have all labored many years to achieve our goals. Now, in their simplicity, the people yearn to throw away their hard-won efforts. I want to save them from that. The way is risky and fraught with peril. It will be a thankless task. Yet we cannot let fear overcome our love. If the people are simple, we must be wiser still and take the hard yet reasonable course.”
“What is that?”
“I’ve thought long on this,” Nimrod said. “I’ve pondered for a way out of our dilemma until my head aches with fatigue. The needed task, as I said, is dirty and mean and perhaps even worse than that, it will be thankless. Yet which of us will shirk his duty if called on to save civilization? Perhaps I have been raised up for this very hour. I doubt if anyone else has the courage to see through this difficult task. If I could find some other means, I would.” He squinted. “People’s memories are short. They think on what they see. Out of sight is out of mind.” He pursed his lips. “Except, it seems, for you regarding Gilgamesh.”
She kept silent.
“In any case,” he said, “the miracle slaps them in the face everyday. They can do ought but discuss it and marvel anew on what occurred. Although it pains me to say so, there is only one way to insure against that.”
“You cannot banish Rahab.”
Anger twitched across his face. “Do you consider me a fool? Do you think I could dare such a decree, snapping my fingers so my Hunters grab her by the elbows and hustle her out of Babel? Oh, yes, I can see it now. Before everyone, I deny Rahab salt and bread and inform her that if she dares to step foot in Babel again, she will die.” He snorted. “You’re wise and far-seeing, Semiramis.”
“Forgive me, husband. I thought—”
“When I said it’s a thankless task, I meant that it can’t be done openly. Now to ask a man to slay a dangerous beast is to praise and to honor him, to imply that he has great skill and courage. What I suggest is low and despicable. The one who would volunteer for it we would spit upon and call a cur and a hyena. Yet perhaps for that very reason it takes even greater courage to do—if this evil deed is done for the noble reason of saving civilization. I know that most people could never consider it. It is why we lead. For the good of all, some, at times, must perish.” Nimrod peered at the horizon. “Neither I nor any cabal of elders would or could banish Rahab. No, Semiramis, what I suggest, reluctantly, is much more certain and permanent and therefore fraught with risk. Rahab must die and stay dead.”
“No,” Semiramis said. “You can’t mean that. It’s horrible, wicked.”
For a moment, Nimrod stared at his wife the way a wolf or leopard might stare at a hare. Then his features softened, and he stroked her cheek. “Dear wife, even you with your cunning recoil at the needed task. As I said, it’s low and despicable. I wish the deed on no man or woman. And yet…it is simply another reason why Bel must have chosen me over my father. As a hunter, I have learned to be remorseless. I have learned to ponder the choices, arrive at the decision and then carry it out.” Nimrod sighed. “The question, Semiramis, is do we let grandmother thwart everything we’ve worked for?”
“As you say, I’m just a woman, no doubt too soft to think…to think of such a deed. There is craft and deep thought in this, and I know the idea horrifies you. Oh Nimrod, it’s too risky even for you.”
“There is no other way.”
She pressed her cheek against his shoulder. Then she let go of him, stepping back, regarding him. “You know that my brother Minos is clever regarding these things. Perhaps you should relate these thoughts to him. He sees life though a poet’s eyes. He might see something that neither of us would have thought of, perhaps missed.”
Nimrod scratched his chin as he glanced at the camp. Minos in his bright cloak and with his oiled curls strummed his harp as he sang to the maidens. They watched him in rapt delight, with shining eyes. The way he had run from the ambush in Japheth Land made many consider him a coward. Still, Minos had aided him at Festival and now trained the Singers, the maidens, with keen precision. Minos brimmed with ideas, perhaps too many. Nimrod nodded.
Semiramis hailed her brother, and soon the three of them walked out of camp. Semiramis explained the problem and possible solution.
Nimrod seemed to gaze at the clouds, but with his peripheral vision, he gauged Minos. The lad’s good looks made him seem clever. Nimrod knew the good looks also made him seem brave, and that was an illusion. Yet Minos pondered the information. If he was shocked by what he heard, he didn’t betray it.
“If Rahab died that would surely help over time,” Minos said. “The problem is who among us has the hardness to dare such a feat? Not I, certainly. And while, you, Nimrod, are the bravest of the brave, your good will and magnanimous nature preclude you from ordering such a wicked deed.”
“This is your vaunted poet’s insight?” Nimrod asked. “I might as well have sat at Beor’s feet and listened to one of his sermons.”
Minos dipped his head. “There is the problem. Shem raised Rahab, if she ever was dead. Yet Beor wanders through the streets stirring the people with his sermons. Surely, it surprises you as much as me to find that massive, usually brooding archer, to be so persuasive. Now what I think—”
Nimrod grabbed Minos’s shoulder, making the poet wince. “What did you say?”
Minos sputtered, trying to ease out from under Nimrod’s hand, but the grip was too powerful.
Nimrod spoke with a fervid pitch. “You said: ‘If Rahab was really dead.’“
“Eh?” Minos asked.
Nimrod scowled, shaking the fine-boned poet.
“Why, ah…” Minos licked his lips. “Did Noah ever raise the dead? No. And he’s the holiest man that ever lived. Surely, no one thinks that Shem is more holy or spiritually more powerful than Noah is. How then could Shem have raised the dead? It’s impossible.”
“Shem didn’t do it,” Semiramis said. “Jehovah did it through him. That’s what Beor is saying.”
“That’s not the point,” Minos said. “Who said she was dead?”
Nimrod released the poet and became thoughtful.
Minos rubbed his shoulder.
“Nimrod presided over Rahab the day before the burning, or when the burning was to have taken place,” Semiramis said. “Nimrod praised her as one does the dead. Are you suggesting that Nimrod can’t tell who is dead and who isn’t?”
“Not at all,” Minos said. “Nimrod, that day, did you examine the body?”
Nimrod shrugged.
“Well, it really doesn’t matter,” Minos said. “Who could blame Nimrod for thinking that Rahab was dead when Kush and even Ham pronounced her dead? The point is that maybe instead of being dead she was in a deep form of deathlike sleep. So then when Shem arrived, he certainly didn’t raise her from the dead but simply revived her.”
“Hmm,” Semiramis said. “That has possibilities.” She turned to Nimrod. “Didn’t I say he was clever?”
“The idea has merit,” Nimrod conceded.
“It does,” Minos said, not bashful in the least. “But it still isn’t good enough for what you need. People will say that you’re jealous, that envy fills you against Beor and Shem. What you need is a clincher.”
Nimrod studied Minos with the same intensity he had used on the gazelle.
“I suggest you hurry and tell us your plan,” Semiramis said.
Minos’s grin broadened. “The clincher is the destruction of the bearer of the news, the utter shattering of he who strides through our city on a peg leg spouting his lies.”
“Ah,” Nimrod said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “One of us walks up to Beor and slays him. Oh, that’s very clever. Then the people turn and rend us apart for slaying a man of Jehovah. Minos, I commission you to the deed.”
“That isn’t what I mean by destroy,” Minos said, undaunted. “My way is more refined, one that will destroy not only Beor but in the process kill his lying message.”
“What is this method?” Semiramis asked.
Minos proceeded to tell them.
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Somewhere in the darkness, a cricket chirped. On the roof and while on his sleeping mat, Beor rolled over, staring at the stars. He couldn’t sleep. Maybe it was because after all these years he was finally in Babel. He still found it hard to believe. He was here, thwarting Nimrod. He grinned. He was among his own again, the sons of Ham. He was respected as he had once been. And yet…that scoundrel Nimrod still had his wife.
Beor closed his eyes. He remembered the good times, when he had first brought Semiramis back from Japheth Land and to the settlement in the Zagros Mountains. He’d had both his legs then and they had been man and wife. He looked up, finding the constellation Andromeda, the third decan of Pisces. Andromeda was a beautiful woman chained down by her wrists and ankles, unable to rise. He imagined Semiramis up in the stars, chained down by Nimrod, the wife-stealer.
With a silent groan, he dropped his head back on the pillow.
How he longed to look into her eyes, to drown in them. What had gone wrong between them? He bared his teeth. Nimrod is what had gone wrong. Despite his preaching, his real desire was to pick up an axe and split Nimrod’s skull, to feel the crunch of Nimrod’s bones.
Beor sat up, shaking his head. What was wrong with him? He was doing Jehovah’s work. He had to stay pure.
“I’m no different than I ever was,” he whispered. “I’m a fraud and a hypocrite.” He shuddered and lay back. He wanted to obey the divine injunctions. Yet he also wanted his wife.
Beor rolled onto his side, with his eyes open. He must resist temptation. He mustn’t think about her or about slaying Nimrod. Noah counted on him. Shem had told him many deep things. There was a disaster waiting to happen. Events hung on a knife’s edge. He had been called to preach and explain this to the Hamites.
“Remember,” Shem had told him during their journey to Babel, “in the end Jehovah’s will is never thwarted. So we can disperse on our own or Jehovah can drive us to it. But if through Divine wrath then it will cost humanity dearly.”
Beor tried to dwell on that. Yet soon his thoughts drifted back to earlier today. He had been trying not to think about it as he lay on his mat, yet it was the reason he couldn’t sleep. He had seen Semiramis sauntering down a lane with a water jar on her head. She had walked—no one walked like his Semiramis. She had paused, turned, and found him staring. She smiled. The smile had torn at his heart. Once they had lain together as man and wife and she had smiled like that in the moonlight.
As he lay on his mat under the stars, Beor shook his head, trying to drive away the image. Then he found himself standing. The others slept soundly. They were all old, Shem, Ham and Rahab. He slipped on a cloak and thrust a hatchet through his belt. He had to relieve his bladder. He had no other reason for going down.
Quiet as a mouse, he moved to the stairs, soon stepping onto the street. Earlier, he had spoken to his former wife. Semiramis had laughed and looked into his eyes as she stood in the lane with a water jar on her head.
Beor had noticed people glancing at them. He had grown uncomfortable. He was the preacher. He shouldn’t speak so long to a married woman.
“Beor,” Semiramis had said, “I despise the way people are so quick to judge. It’s reprehensible, don’t you think?”
“I suppose I do.”
“We’re old friends, you and I. Is it wrong for us to talk like this?”
He shook his head.
She put a hand on his wrist. “Those prying eyes, they give me the chills. Why not meet me tonight outside your house so we can talk without worries.”
“What? No, I can’t.”
Her smile had become like fire in his veins. “I’ll slip out my house tonight as the moon moves past Pisces. If you’re here, we can talk. Nimrod will be out checking the canals, and I heard him say he lays a trap at midnight for some elephant.”
“Where Nimrod goes makes no difference.”
“You’re right, for we plan nothing wrong.” She had squeezed his wrist and retreated, stopping, turning and smiling at him.
Now Beor brushed his eyes with his sleeve. He stood beside the house, scanning the darkness. This was madness. Now was the moment to turn back, and he knew it. So he turned back for the stairs, and then his eyes widened.
Semiramis fervently slipped down the lane, with a hood over her head.
Go, Beor! his conscience screamed. Run!
He didn’t run. He couldn’t run. He stood transfixed. He felt, for an instant, like an ox going to the slaughter. Then he was grinning, holding Semiramis’ hands.
“Oh, Beor,” she whispered, smelling so lovely. “I’m glad you waited. I’ve missed you so much and I wanted to talk to you tonight without others watching and whispering.”
He was aware of her hands, how he held them. Yet he was the preacher. Normally he wouldn’t have dared touch her. But the truth was, because of his righteousness, he had the power to let go of her when he willed it. With his newfound moral resolve, he had the new ability. Thus, he could afford to do this for a little while.
“Can you give me a small hug? I so need one today.” She grinned. “I have nothing naughty in mind. I know that as the preacher, you’re above that sort of thing.”
He licked his lips. He shouldn’t hug her. Yet she needed one. A hug wasn’t evil. It was reassuring. Then she slid next to him. She hugged him, breathing on his neck. All at once, he realized this was a dream come true. He crushed her to him, even as guilt screamed in his head.
“Semiramis,” he said, thickly.
She looked up into his eyes, the hood around her making her seem vulnerable.
A last moment of sanity caused Beor to let go.
She didn’t let go. She pressed against him, letting him feel her.
He kissed her. He kissed her lingeringly. Then in horror, he let go. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m so sorry.”
She rearranged the folds of her gown.
Now was the instant to flee. But he didn’t. He had to explain. “I-I don’t know what to say.”
“It’s all right, Beor. We…we used to be married. I don’t blame you. I hope you don’t blame me.”
“Oh, no, no, Semiramis,” he said. “It wasn’t your fault. The fault was mine.”
She shook her head, seeming to marvel. “That’s how I remember you, my dear, Beor. You’re so noble and upright. I was such a fool to leave you. Can you ever forgive me?”
“Of course, I forgive you. You must now forgive me, please, I beg you.”
“Yes, Beor,” she said, smiling, holding out her hands. “I forgive you.”
It was an innocent gesture this time, holding hands. They smiled at one another. Then he let go. See, he was under control. He could manage his emotions. He was the preacher. That one moment…the devil tested him and he had bested the devil.
“Let’s not dwell on that little mistake,” she said.
“Tell me what happened after Festival, after that terrible tragedy,” Beor said.
She did. They stood beside Ham’s house in the moonlight, speaking softly. As they talked, he thought how good it felt having her in his arms. It stirred him, but that was under control now. She spoke more, softly, demurely, telling him how hard life was under Nimrod. Then he found that he held her hand. It was so natural doing so while talking in the dark, in the moonlight, the hour slipping away. She moved closer. This time, without guilt screaming at him, with it only whispering, he held Semiramis and he kissed her once more.
“We shouldn’t do this,” she whispered, as she peered up into his eyes.
“I know,” he said. But he kissed her again.
“Oh, Beor, Beor, I’ve missed you so much.”
With passion he had forgotten, he crushed her to him and smothered her face with kisses.
“Let’s go inside,” she whispered. “I don’t want somebody finding us.”
He hesitated only a moment, soon leading her into the house. When the door closed, his resolve fled. It vanished. When she pulled off his cloak and ran her hand over his chest, it seemed so natural, so easy, to unwind her robe.
Time passed.
He found himself in bed with her.
“Take me, Beor.”
At that moment, a terrible pounding of feet and shouting woke Beor to his danger. One of the voices sounded like Nimrod’s. He rolled off Semiramis and fell to the floor on his hands and knees, searching for his weapon, tossing his clothes aside, terrified he’d die like a fool.
The door crashed open. Semiramis screamed, pulling the covers over her nakedness. Men peered from the hall and into the bedroom. They held torches and daggers. Nimrod and Uruk stood in front, with Kush and others in back.
“Adulterer!” Nimrod shouted.
Beor howled with rage, guilt and misery. He couldn’t find his axe. He probably looked hideous to them. They had caught him naked on his hands and knees. He leaped up as they piled into the bedroom. His rage and his state caused them to hesitate, but he didn’t hesitate. Beor threw himself at them. Uruk fell to a mighty blow. Nimrod sprawled onto his back, blood pouring from his nose. The others turned and ran. He bellowed, a madman, a monstrous sight.
What might have happened next—Beor glared at Semiramis crouched in bed, with the covers pulled up to her chin. He scooped up Uruk’s dagger. They had tricked him. He stood panting, scowling, and he stepped toward Uruk.
Ham and Shem burst into the room, staring in shock. Shem groaned in dismay.
Beor dropped the dagger, drawing on a cloak. Tears of misery began to fall from his eyes. Quietly, with what little dignity he could muster, Beor left with Shem and Ham.
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Ham shook his head.
Beor sat on a pail in a stable, sullen, silent, with his hands clasped between his knees. Shem frowned, studying one of the donkeys.
“Do you know what a howling mob is like?” Ham asked, with a lamp in hand. “They had bloodthirsty mobs in the Old World. I remember hearing stories about them and what happened to their victims.” The big man just sat there, lost in his gloom. “Look,” Ham said. “You made a mistake. They tricked you, but that doesn’t matter now. Nimrod and Uruk won’t let you knock them down a second time. The next time it’s to the death.”
Beor looked up. It seemed he didn’t know whether to scowl and rage or resign himself to his fate.
Insight came like a bolt of lightning to Ham. “Nimrod will try to kill you legally. It won’t be a duel, if that’s what you’re thinking. He’ll demand they drag you out of the city and stone you. You can’t fight a mob, Beor. You must leave tonight.”
“And have his Hunters track me like a dog?” Beor asked. “To be slain like a mad dog, a fleeing cur admitting my guilt?”
Ham shook his head. “They won’t track you this time. I’ll see to that. Besides, it’s flood season. Everyone is needed on the canals. But you must rise up now, Beor, this instant, and go. Gain a good head start.”
“Ham’s right,” Shem said.
Beor dropped his gaze, defeated.
“Go,” Ham told Shem. “This offence cannot be argued and defended. To stay means jeering and mockery and dragging the name of Jehovah in the mud.”
Shem pondered that.
“Fleeing is bad as well,” Ham said. “There’s no way around that. It admits guilt. But he is guilty. There’s no way to say this nicely. Perhaps it’s a point in his favor that once Semiramis was his wife. I understand. Believe me, if anyone could understand, it’s me. Didn’t I once fall to Naamah, surely a match for even Semiramis? I, too, once made a terrible mistake. Yet to die is to perish in the mistake. Live and reform. At this point, anything is better than staying. Go, Beor.”
“Yes,” Shem said. “We must go.”
Together, the two brothers harnessed a chariot with the swiftest and hardiest donkeys. Almost by force of strength, they shoved Beor aboard. Shem took the reins.
With his flickering lamp, Ham walked with them down Babel’s dark streets. He was surprised at the empty lanes. Nimrod had time to marshal the Hunters. So why hadn’t they come? It dawned on Ham the true purpose of Semiramis’s visit. Nimrod would sacrifice anything to keep Babel intact, even sacrifice the good name of his wife, and even sacrifice his own good name. For surely Nimrod understood that people secretly laughed at a man who couldn’t keep his wife at home, whose wife ran to another man’s bed.
Kush was at the gate with several of his sons. Triumph shone in their eyes, but they remained silent. Perhaps they feared Beor. At a nod from Kush, the sons worked up the bar and opened one of the massive gates. The chariot trundled through.
“Go with Jehovah,” Ham whispered to Shem and Beor.
Beor didn’t acknowledge the farewell, although Shem whispered a few words of farewell. Then Shem shook the reins, fleeing into the night with Beor.
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Work on the Tower resumed.
By this time, the labor had been separated into specialties. The easiest, most brutish was simply collecting raw mud. There were two types, the regular clay-bearing mud and the one with elements of iron. The pure mud was preferred. Youths with shovels and an oxcart hauled the mud to brickmakers. Hundreds and soon thousands upon thousands of palm-wood molds were filled with the straw-mud mixture. The vast majority of the bricks were sun-dried, and after a few days were popped out of the molds. These formed the inner Tower. The bricklayers set reed mats between levels. The mats bound the bricks, provided drainage and discouraged subsidence. Holes were made in the casing to help prevent splitting in the rainy season.
Rain was a problem.
Water soaked into sun-dried bricks. Over time, the brick swelled and crumbled. That could have spelled disaster for the Tower. It was the reason why kiln-baked bricks, burnt bricks, were so vital.
Thousands of sun-dried bricks found their way into the ovens. Forests of trees were floated down the Euphrates and turned into charcoal to fire the ovens. The ovens produced hardened, burnt bricks. Glazed with bitumen, they resisted water absorption. They also formed the Tower’s base and outer shell. Artisans under Anom’s direction used black, blue and green bricks to form different-colored levels.
Anom the Chief Architect, together with his father Menes, insured the walls were sloped and that all horizontal lines were slightly convex. “It will make them less rigid to the human eye,” said Anom. “It will draw the eye upward, to the top, to the temple.”
“Up to heaven,” Nimrod said, approvingly.
Ham marveled at the sheer size of the monument. It rivaled anything built in Chemosh in the Old World. True, in Chemosh, they had built with stone, the most impressive buildings being vast pyramids with smooth sides. Many of those marble or limestone blocks had weighed tons and had taken fantastic engineering to move, raise and set into place. With the Tower, it was the opposite. Small, easily fashioned and carried mud bricks formed the building. Yet in the end, small mud bricks made just as impressive a monument as stones weighing tons.
Bitumen, mud, straw, manure, wood for charcoal and charcoal for burning and strong backs and cunning hands, that’s what made the Tower of Babel.
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An unkempt scarecrow of a man paddled a weather-beaten canoe through bulrushes. He had stringy hair, a dirty headband and a shaggy beard. The clothes on his back were worn, soiled and rank. His cheeks had a starved, sucked-in look. As he paddled, his belly rumbled. He ignored it. He had learned to enjoy the pangs of hunger, the gnawing in his gut.
With a thump, the canoe slid onto a hidden sand bar.
He sat still, listening to frogs croak. A crane swooped low. It had no doubt heard the frogs and had come to hunt.
The bitumen coating on his canoe had begun to crack. He needed to scrape off the old coat and apply a new one. Water leaked through the cracks. With a leather scoop, he now bailed.
He knew Opis had died. For weeks, he had found no sign of her. Earlier, after leaving the island of reeds, he found a strand of hair and a fluttering cloth snagged to a broken floating oar. Opis, dear, dear Opis, tender Opis, frail, soft, so full of love Opis…she surely rotted as a corpse. Perhaps a crocodile had killed her. He had debated hunting crocodiles until he died, which would be soon now.
He blamed himself for Opis’s death. He shouldn’t have listened to Semiramis. He had been a fool to destroy his honor, to lie and steal in Japheth Land, in Magog Village. But why did Opis have to pay for his blunders?
He climbed out of the leaky boat onto the sand bar. The wet sand felt good as it squished between his toes. The thump of his craft, as reeds slid against it, he liked the sound. The sun had a positive effect. It burned his back. It had turned him a dark, nut brown.
He slid the boat into scummy water, pushing it farther as he waded up to his waist. He climbed in, only after a time, peeling leeches from his legs. He dropped each over the side, plopping them into the marsh. Let them live off his blood, soon he wouldn’t have any need for it.
Malaise didn’t cause his desperation. Rage consumed him. Not boiling rage, but fuming against Jehovah anger.
“How could you let her die?” he croaked.
With suppressed fury, he picked up his paddle. He kept his strokes mild, under tight control. Too often, he had flailed at the water, striking it while screaming until his throat turned raw. Some nights, he howled like a demented wolf baying at the moon. Hunger kept the madness in check. Exhaustion seemed like the only cure to insane outbursts.
He had been taught that Jehovah loved mankind, loved each of them individually to such a degree that He often worked events out to a person’s best interest—if that person faithfully served Him. Oh, he understood that he had let Jehovah down. He had lied in Magog Village and he had stolen the amber necklace. He had been punished for that. He accepted the justice of it. But why had Opis paid for his mistakes?
“How is that fair?” he asked, staring at the sun.
He hunched his shoulders and lowered his head. For talking like that, he expected lightning from heaven. Jehovah was sovereign. Jehovah was all-powerful. One raged against Jehovah at his peril.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just that Opis is all I wanted out of life. But why should I expect to get what I want? I know that You can do exactly what You want to do, and that it’s right, it’s just. But sometimes it’s hard to accept that.”
Gilgamesh shook his head. Defeat pressed him from all sides. “I can’t keep on living like this, Jehovah. It’s no good for a man.” He frowned. Suicide was evil. Nothing he did seemed right.
His bowstring had rotted, although he had his lance, the slender black pole of elm-wood, with the thin and very sharp bronze head. It was enough for his needs. With it as he stood in the boat, he was able to spear fish. He ate them raw. At his side, he carried a dagger with a bone handle.
Much as he wanted to, he refused to draw it now and thrust it into his gut. He had thought many times of doing so. He shook his head. He would die like a Hunter, slaying some beast. A crocodile seemed best.
First, however, as he had promised, he would rendezvous with Ramses at the place where the stream flowed strongest toward the Bitter Sea. After the debacle in Magog Village, he had vowed to always keep his word. He had vowed that to Jehovah.
He let his head sink lower. For weeks, ever since he had determined that Opis was dead, he had raged against Jehovah.
“I can’t beat You,” Gilgamesh whispered. “Who am I but a gnat compared to Jehovah.” Bitter tears welled. He ground his teeth until his jaw ached.
Because he was hungry all the time, his thoughts seemed to shift toward Jehovah more than usual. He wondered if that was bad or good, or if it was sane. He didn’t know.
“I want to die,” he whispered. “I don’t want to live without Opis. But I don’t want to fight You anymore, Jehovah. Most of all, I don’t want to go to Sheol when I die. I know that You judge men, judge their lives, their actions, and send them there if they deserve it.”
He shivered as the bitter tears welled, as salty drops spilled into his leaky boat, mixing with the swampy water.
“Forgive me,” he whispered. “Forgive me, O Great Creator.”
At that point, with the hunger, fatigue and exhaustion, he collapsed, drifting alone in the great southern marsh.
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A flap of wings stirred Gilgamesh. He was groggy, his mind slack. Something sharp stabbed him in the back.
He shouted, twisting around, his arm lashing out. A startled vulture squawked in fear, and the back of Gilgamesh’s hand connected with the carrion eater. The vulture flapped wildly as it crashed against reeds, striking a log. Only it wasn’t a log. For the log opened its mouth and had sharp teeth. The teeth snapped shut and the vulture vanished in a spray of feathers, a few of which floated on the waters.
With a shout, Gilgamesh realized it was a crocodile. Instinct took over. Before he understood it, the paddle was in his hands and his back muscles strained as he rowed. The boat shot through the reeds and plowed into open water. He stopped paddling, letting the boat glide. He turned. Here was just the beast he needed.
Gilgamesh picked up his lance and stood in his boat, waiting for the crocodile to appear. It didn’t. Nor in the end, did he go back into the reeds. He had to keep his word to Ramses.
He sat down, picked up the paddle and rowed for hours. His head swam as hunger wormed in his stomach. Let it. Starve, you liar! Starve, thief! He laughed, and he wondered at his sanity.
Then he stiffened as his eyes widened in amazement. “What in the…”
Something huge and serene moved through the marsh, through the open water, the channel that led to the Bitter Sea. Men moved upon the thing.
“Is that a ship?” he asked aloud.
A vast, triangular sail billowed with wind. It was beautiful. The sail propelled the large wooden vessel.
Gilgamesh shaded his eyes from the sun. Something that sounded like a bell clanged. A fat red-bearded man—
“Odin?” whispered Gilgamesh.
Odin yanked a cord from where he stood on the stern. He rang a bell. Odin’s voice boomed across the water. Men looked up. Most of them were stripped to the waist. Sailors ran upon the ship, pulling ropes. They began to reef the three-cornered sail, which seemed bigger than its vessel. A thrown anchor splashed into the marsh and Ramses’s voice rang clearly.
“I see Gilgamesh!”
Reluctantly, mechanically, Gilgamesh paddled for the vessel. A short talk with Ramses should fulfill his obligation. He hesitated with his next stroke. They wouldn’t dare hold him against his will. The thought was ridiculous. He was a captain among the Hunters.
Gilgamesh noticed a few of them staring. That made him uncomfortable, and it made him aware for the first time in weeks that his garments were in tatters. He needed a shave.
“Gilgamesh!” shouted Ramses.
His hands tightened around the paddle. Why did his friend peer at him so oddly? Did he really look that bad?
He glided against the larger boat, bumping against it. Ramses threw down a rope.
Gilgamesh clambered aboard, his stomach knotting at the sight of so many people. Perhaps ten or twelve men were aboard. They had much more room per person than on the Odyssey that had made the voyage to Dilmun, the Blessed Land.
The boat was called a dhow. It had no decking other than in the stern by the tiller. Like a fisherman’s reed punt, no nails bound the dhow together, although it had planks in an Ark-like sense. Instead of nails, palm tree fibers were threaded through the carefully bored and very small, tarred holes. The thread uniformly tied the ribs, keel, planks and washboard together. Unlike the Ark, the dhow was an open boat. It had a low prow, a high stern and a belly full of room for shipping.
“Welcome, welcome,” Odin shouted, moving toward him.
Gilgamesh shook hands, and he noticed that several chests were piled in the center of the ship together with jugs and various leather-wrapped items.
“What do you think of our beautiful vessel?” Odin asked.
Gilgamesh didn’t know what to think.
“Have you seen any sign of Opis?” Ramses asked.
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“You look starved,” Odin said. “Get him some bread,” he ordered.
“I’m fine,” Gilgamesh said.
“Fine?” Odin asked.
“Where are you headed?” Gilgamesh asked, sounding a bit more like his old self.
Two men had clambered onto his canoe. Gilgamesh frowned at them.
“They’re going to tie your boat to our ship,” Ramses said.
“No,” Gilgamesh said. “I’m leaving almost right away. I just wanted to see you one more time. I wanted to keep my word.”
“You can’t leave,” Odin said. “We need your expertise.”
It took Gilgamesh a moment. He wasn’t used to conversations. “You need me for what?”
“We’re headed back to Dilmun,” Ramses said.
“That’s right,” Odin said. “We want to gather fish-eyes from the sea.”
The words shocked Gilgamesh, and he wondered why he suddenly felt angry.
“Semiramis wants the fish-eyes,” Odin explained. “She requested that you help us gather them.”
“You’re going to Dilmun?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Nimrod was against it at first,” Ramses said, “for fear of the leviathan.”
Odin snorted. “For fear that one of us will slay it and match his feat.”
Ramses turned back to Gilgamesh. “We need your help, my friend. You know the way to Dilmun, and it’s said you have experience harvesting the fish-eyes.”
“I’m sorry,” Gilgamesh said. “I can’t help you. I have to leave. I have to keep searching for Opis.”
Ramses grabbed him. “Gilgamesh, you know that she’s…” Ramses’ voice trailed off.
Gilgamesh stared at Ramses in mortification. He didn’t know it, but under his tanned skin, Gilgamesh had turned white, and he trembled.
“I have to keep searching,” he whispered.
Ramses and Odin glanced at one another. Subtlety, other men moved near.
Gilgamesh felt surrounded, trapped. “I must leave,” he said, moving toward the side of the ship.
“Wait,” Ramses said, holding onto his arm.
Gilgamesh tried to pry off the fingers.
“Grab him,” Odin shouted.
Before Gilgamesh could struggle free or swing his fists, men pounced upon him, bearing him down onto the hard wooden ribs.
“I’m sorry about this,” Odin said, as he produced stout cords. “But I’m under orders. You’ll thank me for it later.”
“No!” howled Gilgamesh, struggling, trying to squirm his way to the ship’s side. “I have to keep searching for Opis. Let me go.”
They didn’t. Pleading, tears and rage failed to move them. So Gilgamesh glowered in silence, trussed up like a beast, plotting his revenge.
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Later, after a bad dream, Gilgamesh struggled against his bonds. He yanked, pulled and snarled in frustrated rage.
Odin squatted beside him. “What’s the use of that, eh? You’ll only wear yourself out and maybe pull a muscle. My advice is to relax. Wait until you have a chance to do something.”
Gilgamesh panted as he glared at the ribs of the ship.
“You’ve become like a beast,” Odin said. “Look at you, starved, wretched and acting like a trapped wolf. Your months in the swamp have unhinged you, that and your grief, I suppose. We mourn Opis’s loss. It is a terrible pity. But you’re young like me. In time there will be another woman.” Odin paused. “Believe me, I understand about losing the woman you love. It’s a wretched feeling, and I’m sure you feel your loss more keenly than I did mine. You were to be married. And yet…even that pain can be overcome, or so they say. Look around you. Let the healing begin today.”
Gilgamesh refused to listen. The words were blasphemy to the memory of Opis.
Odin poked him with a thick, fat finger, digging into his side.
Gilgamesh snapped up his head.
Odin smiled, and he waved his hand at the sail. “Listen to it crack. Look how the wind fills it. Isn’t it beautiful?”
Gilgamesh frowned, noticing how huge the sail was. From time to time, a shift in the wind caused the sail to snap, to shudder. Perhaps it was lovely. He wasn’t sure.
“Feel the ship’s sway,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh did. The ship rose on the waves, thumping down. Spray shot up at the prow. Gilgamesh straightened. He glanced to the north and south. There was green sea everywhere. To the west sat an ocher-colored shore of low dunes.
“We make good time,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh tilted his head, and then all at once he thought of Opis. He struggled again to free his hands, to free his feet. He snarled and spat.
Odin rose, with his pudgy fingers plucking at his beard. He motioned to Ramses. “What’s wrong with him? Why won’t he listen to reason?”
“He grieves,” Ramses said.
“No,” Odin said. “It’s more than that. He’s become a beast.”
“Gilgamesh,” Ramses said.
Gilgamesh didn’t answer. He was too busy struggling against his bonds.
“Have you ever noticed how a Hunter stands taller when he dons a suit of bronze armor?” Odin asked.
“I can’t say that I have,” Ramses said.
“What about a woman,” Odin said, “as she wears fine clothes and jewelry, with eye-shadow and henna? Have you noticed how they comport themselves differently while wearing such things?”
“I have,” admitted Ramses.
Odin grunted, and because of the rise of the ship and its downward thump, he moved unsteadily toward the stern.
Some men slept in the waist, curled up in cloaks. Others sat and spliced rope or chatted together. One or two watched the sail, while another kept lookout. Everyone had a spear or bow and arrows beside him. They had often talked about how Nimrod had reacted the instant he spied the leviathan. They told each other that they too must act just as quickly.
A few moments later, Odin shuffled back, with two other men in tow. “Gilgamesh,” Odin said, “I’m not going to hurt you. But if you resist it will go worse with you.”
Gilgamesh glared at the fat man. He noticed a razor in Odin’s grasp. Then the two men grabbed him, holding him tight. Gilgamesh struggled just the same.
“Don’t,” pleaded Ramses, who had crawled behind him. Ramses yanked Gilgamesh’s head back, his fingers intertwined in the long, matted hair.
Gilgamesh’s eyes went wide as Odin shuffled near, the razor inching toward his face. Sunlight glinted off the metal. Gilgamesh froze. They were going to slit his throat. He squeezed his eyes shut. Better to get this over with quickly.
But Odin didn’t slash the razor across his throat. Instead, he scraped off the scraggly, shaggy beard and mustache. He did it without cutting flesh.
After the shave, they cut off the dirty headband and much of his matted hair. Soon thereafter, they soaked his head with seawater, Ramses lathering it with soap and then another bucket of cold, salty seawater. Finally, with Odin apologizing, they tore off his rank clothes, tossing them overboard. They untied his feet and forced new, clean breeches on him and then they retied his feet and undid his hands to put on a woolen tunic. After all that, with Ramses and Odin talking to him softly, as if he were a wild wolf, they fed him jerked beef and convinced him to eat figs and drink water.
It made him groggy.
When Gilgamesh woke later, he felt different. The hunger pangs were gone. The wind felt strange on his bare cheeks. The clean clothes…he frowned.
“Ah, you’ve woken up,” Odin said. “How do you feel?”
Gilgamesh shrugged.
Odin jumped behind him and untied his hands. “Go ahead, untie your feet.”
Leaning forward, noticing the wary way the others glanced at him, Gilgamesh undid his feet. New sandals shod them. He threw away the hemp cords and stood, feeling the sway of the ship, adjusting to it so he didn’t fall.
“We’re a long way from the marsh,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh flexed his fingers, wondering who he should kill first.
“Soon we’ll land at the first island,” Odin said.
“At Dilmun?” Gilgamesh asked thickly.
“No,” Odin said. “The one you landed at the first night at sea when you traveled with Nimrod.”
“Ah,” Gilgamesh said. “Yes. I remember.” And he did remember that first fantastic voyage aboard the Odyssey, with Grandfather Ham guiding them.
Someone had woken Ramses. He shuffled over. “I’m sorry how we treated you.”
Gilgamesh nodded thoughtfully. A hollow spot filled his stomach, an ache. Yet…the terrible despair wasn’t as strong. He wondered what sort of trick they had played on him. How had they managed to change him? It couldn’t simply have been the new clothes and lots of food, and a shave and thorough washing. Such things didn’t affect a man as strongly as that.
“Do we have to tie you up again?” Odin asked.
Gilgamesh pondered. “I won’t jump overboard, if that’s what you’re thinking.” He made no promise not to hurt them, to pay them back for what they had done to him.
“You’ll come with us to Dilmun?” Ramses asked.
Gilgamesh thought about lying and then slipping into his canoe at night and paddling back to the marsh. No. He didn’t want to lie. And he knew a strong current flowed away from the marsh and toward the sea. Such a current would make it a difficult journey in a one-man canoe.
“Let me think about it,” he told them. “Give me a day.”
“As long as until then, you promise not to leave without first telling us,” Odin said.
“Agreed,” Gilgamesh said. After he was done with them, they might beg him to leave. But on that, he remained silent.
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Toward nightfall, they came to the first island. Gilgamesh remembered it as a rather barren place, home to sea turtles and little else. Still, it was better than sleeping aboard ship and more exotic than landing on the salt marsh shores of the mainland.
Odin ordered the sail reefed. With long poles afterward, they pushed themselves toward a sandy beach. The waves lapped against the ship and every once in a while, a big one propelled them closer to land.
“What’s that?” shouted a man, who stood at the prow.
“What?”
“It’s dark and lies on the shore,” the first man said.
Men crowded the prow to look, but the sun had set and it was difficult to make anything out.
Gilgamesh squinted with the rest of them. His heart quickened.
“That looks like a canoe,” a man said.
Gilgamesh couldn’t swallow, couldn’t think.
“A canoe?” Ramses asked. “That means…”
“Opis,” mouthed Gilgamesh, not daring to speak the word. He felt hot and then cold. Was it possible that Opis had made a run from the marsh to the island? The current would have worked in her favor. His eyes widened. It might have been impossible for her to paddle back to the marsh. What if the leviathan had crawled onto shore and eaten her as it had once eaten Anu? The possibilities…
“Opis!” Ramses shouted. “Opis!”
Men scanned the shore.
“That’s definitely a canoe,” Odin said.
It was visible to Gilgamesh as well, but there was no Opis. Then it became too much. He jumped overboard, salt water swallowing him, stinging the inside of his nose. He bobbed to the surface and swam in the darkening sea. Soon, he waded through surf as the men aboard ship shouted Opis’s name. Gilgamesh scrambled to the beached canoe, in the last light picking up an article of clothing. He sniffed it, and he didn’t know if it was his imagination but it reminded him of Opis, of having her in his arms.
Trembling, he ran onto the barren island. His eyes roved everywhere. He dashed over dunes as stars appeared. Grass rose here and there, but what a wretched little island this was. How would one drink?
He spied a hovel, what looked like sandy walls. Cloth flapped in the breeze.
He ran, with a sinking feeling in his belly. Still he couldn’t speak her name. He tripped and sprawled. He crawled and leaped to his feet, spitting sand.
The cries of Opis had grown stronger. The others must have landed.
Gilgamesh saw an opening and in the darkness spied a heap. He walked with a slow tread. Terror, a final and grim weariness, stole upon him. Thoughts of Opis dying of dehydration or wasting from starvation threatened to fell him worse than any spear thrust. He walked through the opening. He knelt beside the heap. Slowly, tenderly, he drew a worn blanket back. Starlight shone on Opis. He leaned near, with his lips an inch from hers. Holding himself still, without breathing, he felt the soft intake of breath, a whisper of it through her nostrils.
She was alive! His Opis lived.
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Opis dreamed. She dreamed that Gilgamesh had found her. It was such a pleasant dream as compared to the nightmares that had consumed her. Lonely weeks in the marsh, dodging crocodiles, learning to fish and build huts and then paddling away, terrified that Uruk or one of his cronies would find her and force her to marry against her will, had made her sick with fright. Then she had found the Bitter Sea. It had roused her curiosity. She had rowed over the bar and into the green waters. The wide sea had amazed and delighted her, until the current caught her canoe and propelled her farther and farther from shore.
Landing on the deserted island and realizing that she’d probably die here… Constant nightmares had driven her to despair. Now, however, she dreamed that Gilgamesh stroked her fevered brow and gave her sips of water. In her dream, he fed her pieces of fruit and spoke words of love. At times, too, he spoke harshly. It didn’t seem directed at her, but at others. He said they couldn’t leave. She wasn’t well enough. She never heard any replies. Yet the dream changed. There was motion. At first, it made her sick, but Gilgamesh was always there.
Then one day, she blinked herself awake. She lay under some sort of awning and heard odd thumps and the snap of leather and wooden creaks everywhere. She didn’t remember any of those noises or that awning when she had first fallen asleep. Some sort of motion was underneath her. She turned to inspect it. She lay on a thick mat. She felt under the mat, felt wood that moved or strained. It seemed, too, that water slid under the wood.
A corner of the awning above her moved, admitting bright light.
“Opis.”
She lay back. “Gilgamesh?” she whispered.
“Opis,” he said, ducking low, carefully hugging her.
“This…this isn’t a dream?” she whispered, her heart fluttering wildly.
“No. I’m real and so are you, my dearest.”
“Gilgamesh,” she wept, clinging to him, refusing to believe this was true.
After a time, he pried off her arms. “Let me get you some water, some food. You’re very weak still. We thought…” He smiled. He had strong, white teeth in a tanned face. She didn’t recall him being quite so dark.
She slept after eating, and when she woke the second time, the realization that Gilgamesh had found her truly sank in. Her gamble had paid off, unless after all this, her beloved still couldn’t pay her father the bridal price.
“Ha!” was Gilgamesh’s answer to that.
They were anchored off Dilmun, the Blessed Land, and dove for fish-eyes. Gilgamesh taught the others the art. Some of them had found the sweet onions that Uruk had harvested. Bags of them lay in the ship’s waist. While at sea, three men with bows watched for the leviathan. Thoughts of the beast kept the diving tense.
Opis soon discovered what her beloved’s ha meant.
“Do you think I’ll let Uruk maul you after this?” Gilgamesh asked. “Do you think your father’s avarice will thwart me now?” He laughed once more, a strong, manly sound, one that sent shivers of delight through her.
According to her brother Ramses, who spoke to her when Gilgamesh dove, Semiramis had deep interest in her beloved. To bring Gilgamesh out of the swamp, the wife of Nimrod had plotted with Odin. Through cunning, Semiramis had convinced Nimrod to send the ship to Dilmun. At first, Semiramis had kept secret all knowledge of the fish-eyes. Nimrod, knowing there were ulterior motives at work, had soon discovered the secret. According to Ramses, who had learned it from Odin, who had learned it from Semiramis—she had coached him when to reveal what and to whom—Nimrod confronted her with the secret of the fish-eyes. Semiramis, as if defeated, admitted the truth. Shrewd Nimrod, went the story, studied his wife, at least barking laughter, saying he approved the gaining of such precious stones. Nimrod understood that some sleight of hand had taken place during the original voyage to Dilmun, and that at last Ham’s diving for oysters made sense.
“Yes,” Nimrod said, “let Odin make this voyage for you, Semiramis. Let him find these fish-eyes so you may crown yourself with beauty.” According to Ramses, the real reason for the trip had been hidden from Nimrod: that of finding and revitalizing Gilgamesh for Semiramis’s future comfort.
“Semiramis lays plots within plots,” Ramses said. “She knew that Nimrod would be suspicious of her. Thus, she hid something from him to find. Know, sister, that this wanton has designs on Gilgamesh. I believe she thinks that she loves him.”
Opis kept this revelation to herself. She also swore Ramses to secrecy.
“I won’t tell Gilgamesh,” Ramses said, reluctantly. “But I think it’s unwise for you and him not to confront this openly with each other.”
“That’s because you think like a man,” Opis said. “I know what I’m doing.”
Gilgamesh told her that now, after their ordeals, that no one could say to them: “Don’t marry. Wait. First get the father’s permission.”
“Opis, my love,” Gilgamesh said. “We will present them with an accomplish fact. I will of course pay your father the bridal price. But we will not wait for his approval. Nor will either of us worry about Uruk’s reaction. He can worry about mine if he dares to molest you by so much as a frowning at you or giving you a lustful glance.”
“Yes, Gilgamesh,” she said.
Several evenings after her recovery, Ramses helped her don a fine dress that one of the men had made for her. Then, on land and near dusk, Odin presided over the ceremony. Everyone agreed that Ham had spoken before of the custom of Havilah galley masters in Antediluvian times. Such masters, according to Ham’s old stories, had the right to marry people. Odin, as ship captain, was invested with the needed authority.
Gilgamesh, in clean clothes and with oiled hair, stepped through the ranks of watching crew. He took her hand, smiling, beaming, and turned to Odin.
The ship’s fat captain made a few remarks, speaking about Jehovah and marriage and then he bade them speak their vows.
Opis squeezed Gilgamesh’s hand, peering into his eyes. He promised to look after her in sickness and in health, to love her always and never to desert her. She promised to love, honor and obey him.
Odin pronounced them man and wife: that Gilgamesh could go on and kiss his bride.
Gilgamesh took her in his arms and kissed her.
To the cheers of the crew and to their wild clapping, Gilgamesh picked her up and marched up the beach to a tent set up earlier by Ramses. There they indeed became man and wife, as Gilgamesh knew her.
Opis’s fears of Uruk and Semiramis lessened. There was nothing those two could do to them now. They were man and wife. Jehovah had joined them, and as Father Adam had said long ago in the garden, “A man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.” She was safe at last. And that tiny knot of fear in her belly, Opis drowned that knot by the wonderful joy of being with her husband on their marriage mat.
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1.
 
The New World was vast, empty and forbidding. The thought of striking out alone or in small family groups terrified people. To be swallowed up in obscurity, to be forgotten made life seem futile.
The Tower cured that feeling. To build a mighty kingdom, one glorious and strong, struck a chord in people. It fired imaginations. In Japheth Land particularly, in those clans that had never feared Babel, there was talk about immigrating to the city. They wanted to follow their sons and daughters who already lived there.
That year began the first great exodus from Japheth Land to Babel. And that year, the sons of Shem moved out of their valley, first in a trickle and then in a torrent. The majority of them moved to the upper Tigris River Region, to start a new colony along the lines of Babel. Others thought, why start from scratch? Go where they’ve already done the hardest work.
Immigrants flooded Babel. Because of the increase and crowding, disputes became more frequent. Many accused the Babel elders—Kush, Put, Menes and Canaan—of favoritism in settling the quarrels. The Japhethites and Shemites soon grew resentful.
Nimrod pondered this. His desire for fame, along with burning ambition, propelled him to a new course. It helped that Ham had left and lived with Shem beside the Tigris River.
Nimrod started slowly. The first time, he found shepherds arguing with each other as they disputed grazing rights. Listening to their accusations, he attempted to make a fair ruling. Then he told them, “We must act justly with each other. Quarrels can too easily lead to bloodshed and that might lead to civil war.”
Nimrod realized the people yearned for an impartial judge. If he became one, wouldn’t they grant him greater authority? With each case, he strove for fairness. It didn’t matter if a man was a Japhethite, Shemite or Hamite. He based his decision on the facts, nothing else.
Soon, people recognized his fair dealing. Instead of going to the elders, they took their cases to Nimrod. He gained a reputation for being the only man to settle a conflict justly. Because of that, the number of his cases rose.
The trickiest role came later. Nimrod went to the people. He told them that he had had enough of it. He would no longer sit in the chair of judgment.
“Is it right for me to settle everyone else’s problems if I leave my own to fester? My Hunters have become dispirited because I no longer run with them. Soon, the beasts in the field will increase because of my absence. No, I must step down from this task. I’m exhausted by it.”
Most people didn’t want to return to the elders for judgments. Then Kush made it worse by passing a law that said only the elders, as a group, could judge disputes. They had let one or two Japhethite and Shemite elders join them as judges. But as a group, the Hamites always outvoted the others. The outcry against the law grew, finally forcing Kush and his brothers to repeal it. Soon, thereafter, many whispered among themselves that lawlessness increased.
At last, the people held a grand meeting to discuss the problem. During it, the friends of Nimrod did most of the talking.
“We cannot continue to thrive in this land under the present conditions. Let us appoint a man to rule over us so that we can get on with our work. Otherwise, conflicts will continue and our new civilization will perish. What we need is someone honest, someone with the integrity of Noah.”
Their arguments prevailed. Through it, the idea of monarchy reappeared as people debated it.
“By his nature, an elder strives for the good of his clan, and who can blame the man? It is a common failing. But a king would have the entire people as his clan. He would desire justice for all because all would be beholden to him.”
Men proposed candidates for king. During the debates, most the speakers spoke highly of Nimrod’s qualities. He was a fair judge and the mightiest among them. He, they agreed, was the man to be king, and so he became.
Nimrod’s first act was to build a kingly palace. He soon appointed the Hunters as his guards. Then he introduced royal ceremonies. Admittance into his presence lessened. He preferred communication through heralds. It also became an offence to laugh or spit in his sight.
“My reasons are simple,” Nimrod told Semiramis. “Ceremonies are a safeguard against the men who think they’re as good as me. People treat me differently, and most will begin to believe this difference is innate within me. If men see me too much, it might lead to jealousy and resentment. Plots would follow. But if they don’t see me, yet feel my hand, my legend will grow. Soon, people will think of me as more than a man.”
Three new processes helped to secure his power.
As his bodyguard, every Hunter received a suit of armor. They also practiced furiously with their short swords. And through constant drilling, they could act in unison while in rank. The tramp of their feet and the clank of armor through the streets of Babel awed the populace. People began to call them the Mighty Men.
The second change happened with the Singers, the lovely maidens who played reed pipes and twirled about in provocative dances. They moved into the palace, into a special woman’s quarters under Semiramis’ control. King Nimrod often came to them. He taught the girls new dances and new insights into the angel of the sun. During many of the talks, he brought them strong palm wine and bid them drink. While they were intoxicated, he explained deeper truths about Bel.
Soon, thereafter, whenever King Nimrod appeared in public, it was with a train of Singers dressed in fawn skins over their robes. They waved ivy-wreathed wands, and they seemed crazed with joy, singing:
“O Bacchanals, come,
Oh, come.
Sing Bel,
Sing to the timbrel.
Joyfully praise him,
Him who brings joy.
Holy, all holy
Music is calling.
To the hills, to the hills,
Fly, O Bacchanal
Swift of foot.
On, O joyful, be fleet.”
The final transformation was the most stunning. It was like a seal, a stamp, and set the mark of Nimrod’s rule.
The elders and their wives were the first to witness it. Soon, others visited the palace, come to see the wonderful sight. Horns blew as they entered the throne room, as Mighty Men bellowed, “Kneel before the King of Babel!”
On a raised dais, sat King Nimrod, with his cheetah Azel, collared and leashed, sitting beside him. Red curtains hung behind the king. Mighty Men of valor in fish-scale armor stood below the dais. None of that created the awe. The throne itself did.
The king had saved the bones of the dragon he’d slain years ago. Now those bones were cunningly woven together into a throne. At the top of the backrest perched the skull. Rubies winked in the eye-sockets. Ivory teeth, longer than the original, had been screwed into the mouth. The real dragon teeth adored the necks of selected Mighty Men. To finish the effect, the king wore a crown with a single jutting horn, and he wore a robe of silver ermine.
Nimrod the Dragon-Slayer, the Mighty Hunter, the Killer of Black Mane the Cave Lion, He Who had Shot the Leviathan and the Champion Wrestler sat before them in majesty. He presided as he sat on the Dragonbone Throne.
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News of Nimrod’s crowning shocked Europa. It did so almost as much as when, long ago in Antediluvian times, her father had lost his crown, castle and his life to invading brigands. She should have seen this coming—just as long ago the growing depredations of the brigands had foretold their sudden boldness.
What didn’t make sense to her was the strength of the Hamites. At least, it didn’t make sense in lieu of Noah’s curse. Japheth used to tell her the curse encompassed all the sons of Ham, not just Canaan. Now she was no longer convinced of that.
She strolled along the Tigris in the company of granddaughters as they gathered flowers. Among them walked Hilda, the daughter of Beor. Hilda wore a gown, not the knee-length dress that her father allowed her when she drove his chariot.
Hilda would have been good for Gog.
Ah, Europa had had plans for him. That one had the bearing of a king. The daughter of Beor—there was something heroic about her. From her womb would be born kings and princes. Yet in the end, Hilda had been the death of Gog, the death of her favorite great-grandson. It hadn’t been the girl’s fault, other than that she was Beor’s daughter. Yes, that had proved fatal because Nimrod hated Beor.
Europa recalled warning Beor about Semiramis. Like most warriors, he refused to heed wisdom in matters of the heart. It was a common failing, and she wondered why it was so easy for her to see who should marry whom. It appalled her the way Ruth and Rahab allowed their granddaughters and great-granddaughters to marry whomever they wished. There seemed to be no policy from those two, no long-range goals. Yet could she say that it had helped the Japhethites what she did?
Europa drew her cloak a little tighter.
Nimrod had been crowned king. Cunning, ambitious Semiramis was his wife. As bad, many of the best Japhethites had already gone to Babel. It only made sense then for Japheth to unite with the Shemites and the handful of Hamites here. It was either that, or go join everyone else in Babel.
She brooded, trying to unravel Ham’s real reason for fleeing here. He claimed Noah had told him to escape from Babel while he could. She didn’t believe that, of course. There had to be another reason, something bold and foolhardy.
How could she salvage events from this disaster of civilization being the product of the Hamites and not of the Japhethites? Which of her offspring had the qualities of king, of royalty?
Like cards of old, she fanned the personalities in her mind. She wondered again about Odin, who had left Babel and traveled here. He was a grandson of Ashkenaz, from the line of Gomer. Once, Odin had been a Hunter, a captain among them. He had sailed to Dilmun, the Blessed Land, rescuing Gilgamesh and Opis. It was a romantic tale. Even before that, Odin had trekked to the Far North, to the land of snow and ice, the land of giant creatures. He was an adventurous lad, and he pined for Hilda, people said.
Europa studied Hilda as the girl frolicked with her great-granddaughters. They laughed while they picked flowers, stuffing them into baskets. They didn’t understand that marriage was all-important. Upon them and their choices rested humanity’s future. Would it be a future ruled by Hamites, Shemites or Japhethites? The way events moved now…
Europa grimaced. Hilda, they said, had spurned Odin. And that brute, Beor, distrusted anything that had a taint of Babel, especially anyone once a friend of Nimrod. Still, Hilda and Odin…
Europa tried to envision what sort of sons and daughters the two might have. The idea had merit, possibilities.
She picked a flower, sniffing it, setting it in her own basket. Somehow, she had to gather the shreds of a failed policy and retie them. She needed something to withstand the kingship of Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, ruler of Babel. It was either that, or she must go to the city to try to influence events from the heart of civilization.
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With the rise of the Tower, new inventions or ways of doing things increased. Lud discovered the first synthetic substance made deliberately by man. It was done to imitate the blue of lapis lazuli.
First, the desired object, usually beads to make into a necklace, was shaped in talc-stone. Then it was dusted with powdered azurite or malachite and heated in a closed container in a kiln. The result coated the object with a skin of blue-green glass, faience.
Nimrod said that hard work and sacrifice pleased Jehovah just as much as Noahic purity. Suppose someone drank too much, cheated on his wife or knocked the tooth out of a friend. Naturally, one shouldn’t do these things, but Nimrod said he spoke honestly, practically, how things really were instead of how they ought to be. Such “sins” happened to everyone. What good came then from fretting and worrying that Jehovah, frowning down from heaven, might snatch up his lightning bolt and spear?
“No,” Nimrod said. “Sacrifice in the temple, in cost to the sin, and your soul will be cleansed of the evil. Hard work in Tower construction will also pay for many wrongdoings.”
The idea took hold. People flocked to the temple to rid themselves of their sins.
Kush, as High Priest, soon gained in power.
Nimrod pondered that, and soon maneuvered Kush out of his position of High Priest. The Mighty Hunter took the office as his own, becoming the world’s first Priest-King.
A mere priest now, known also as the Stargazer, Kush retaliated by letting Nimrod’s horoscope become public: that within the month, Beor and his comrades would lie dead upon the plain of Nineveh. Kush predicted that soon Babel’s king would be victorious and bring all humanity under his sway.
It began a terrible chain of events.
 





 
4.
 
Like a menagerie-housed panther, Nimrod paced in his bedchamber. Lanterns burned while Semiramis lounged on the feather-soft bed.
“Do thoughts of facing Beor frighten you?” she asked.
For an answer, Nimrod’s vine baton smacked the flesh of his palm.
“Is it Shem then that you fear to meet, as he gives you harsh words from Jehovah?”
Nimrod continued pacing.
Semiramis arched her eyebrows. “I hesitate to call this fear. But I know no other name for what you’re exhibiting.”
“It’s fear,” Nimrod said.
“You admit it?”
“Why shouldn’t I?”
“Because you’re out of the habit,” she said. “Because you’re so busy playing the invincible warrior, that you have forgotten genuine emotions.” Semiramis appeared troubled as she studied him. “I don’t understand why you haven’t readied the army. Kush read your horoscope and predicted total success. If we fail, it’s his head that will be lost.”
Nimrod snorted. “You misjudge my fear. Certainly the people will follow me against Shem and Assur.”
“Then why do you worry?”
“The last time we marched to war, our mistake was in taking those I hadn’t rigorously trained. The so-called warriors balked at the first check, and their fear infected the others. This time, I’ll only take the Mighty Men. Instead of cowering, they will vie for honor and spoils.”
“That’s what you really want, isn’t it?” Semiramis asked. “The spoils: young virgins to ravish?”
Nimrod ignored the barb. “When Noah appeared in our camp and lifted his staff, he caused the thunderclouds to roll.”
“Everyone’s belly turned to water and all knees gave out.”
“Not everyone bowed,” Nimrod said.
“What did that avail you to stand against him?” She laughed. “Now I understand your fear. It’s Noah.”
Nimrod shook his head.
“Look me in the eye and tell me that Noah doesn’t frighten you.”
“Noah is a man, an old man. A single spear-thrust will kill him like any other. But his Jehovah…”
Semiramis frowned.
“You still don’t understand,” Nimrod said. “Noah’s Jehovah flooded the world, destroying all who opposed Him.”
“So we’ve been told.”
“So it happened. Only a fool wouldn’t accept the obvious.”
The mockery drained from Semiramis. “Speak no more about Jehovah and His awful wrath.”
“Do you find it frightening?”
“Don’t you?” she asked.
“Ah,” he said. “Now you begin to understand my dilemma. Bel has made grandiose promises. Many of them have come true. But this last one…to confront… For the moment, I’ll call them the holy people.”
“Bel says we’re the chosen ones, the holy people.”
“Bel says many things that ring false.” Nimrod brooded. “I have many gifts and abilities, but I am not holy. For that matter, my love, nothing could possibly make you holy.”
Anger contorted her features.
“Think carefully, Semiramis. We’ve both heard about the bene elohim, how at the beginning of the Deluge, Jehovah’s angels dragged them to off-world dungeons.”
“I’ve seen and heard enough of your worry. What I want to know is this: who is Bel?”
“That is my quandary,” Nimrod said. “Is he a god, as he claims, or a rebellious angel who flails against his Maker? The question has plagued me until I wonder if I have the courage to dare the final challenge.”
“To face Noah’s Jehovah?”
Nimrod laughed darkly. “No. Whether I dare to demand an audience with Bel’s superior and find out if we truly have a chance at ultimate victory. You know his name. He is the Light-Bearer, Lucifer, the Dark Prince…Satan.”
“What are you saying?”
“I will no longer fight blindly. Through Noah, Jehovah cursed Canaan and probably the rest of us as well. My father refused to buckle to that and he taught me likewise. Slave is it? Never! But ruler, master, king over all. Bel has played upon that. He is clever, and we too have used him as the Antediluvians must have used the bene elohim. I will not disparage Bel’s gifts of magic, astrology and Antediluvian history that Noah and his sons have hidden from us. Now, however, before I make the final play, now I will demand an audience with the terrible Serpent of Eden, Leviathan, he named the Great Dragon.”
“Is that wise?”
“Why do you think I hesitate? I tremble when I think upon my plan. Yet…”
“You are the Mighty Hunter,” she said.
“I am Nimrod, which is to say the greatest of men.” He set down his baton and picked up his sword belt, buckling it around his waist. “I will speak with Canaan, chief of the magicians.” Nimrod paused at the door. “Don’t wait up for me.”
 





 
5.
 
Nimrod and Canaan had exhausted the topic. Instinctively, they moved into the temple where Rahab had once lain. Candles flickered around the altar, causing the paintings to shimmer. Angels with flaming swords vied against eagle-winged bulls. Childlike imps except for their old-man faces danced with satyrs. The newest addition stood man-tall in the corner: a brass idol of Bel, with massive shoulders and outsized hands held palms upward.
Canaan touched the brass hands. “A baby, freely given and consecrated, preferably a firstborn son, must lie here when the palms glow red hot.”
“Human sacrifice, Uncle?” Nimrod asked.
In the candlelight, Canaan’s lean features seemed sinister. He wore his costly red robe and he had painted green malachite around his eyes.
“I haven’t the time or the baby,” Nimrod said.
“Then I guarantee nothing,” Canaan said, “not even that Bel will speak through me as he has in the past.”
Canaan prayed often and alone in the temple, seeking contact with the gods. In his most mystical moments, he claimed to speak as a medium for them.
Nimrod rapped a knuckle against the brass idol, indicating its hollowness. “That is the extent of your wizardly lore? Scorch a baby in the idol’s hands or you cannot be my medium?”
“O terrible and mighty Sovereign of Babel. The keys to power aren’t easy and light, but dark and sinister. The gods recognize that all want power but that only a few have the will to gain it. The dark path lies as a gate, stopping those who lack the resolve.”
“This is your wisdom?” scoffed Nimrod.
“Who else has turned a staff into a snake? Who else gains answers from the very air when asked on moonless nights?”
“I’m beginning to think that asking for your help was a mistake,” Nimrod said. “Watch me. I will show you magic that will blast your theories to dust. And I’ll do it without sacrificing babies.”
Nimrod tossed his head like a lion and he put his hands on his hips. “Listen to me Bel, god of Babel. Tonight you must speak with me as you did on the banks of the Euphrates. Kush the Stargazer says that now is the time to attack Shem and Assur. But I don’t believe it, and even if it’s true, I have no intention of doing anything until you answer my questions.”
“No, Sire,” Canaan said, tugging Nimrod’s sleeve. “You’ll anger Bel and bring wrath upon us.”
Nimrod shook him off. “Do you hear that, Bel? My uncle says I’m angering you. I say he doesn’t understand what truly transpires. You need me. Me! Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, like unto a god. The stars tell me to subdue those who dare stand in the way of universal unity. The last time we did that, Noah advanced against us. With a gesture, he stole our army’s wits. How do I know that won’t happen again? How do I know you have the power to do as you promised?”
A sound like a rushing wind stilled Nimrod’s speech. The idol’s eyes blazed as if with life.
“Nimrod, Nimrod, why seek me this way?” spoke the idol, although its lips never moved nor did its brass eyes blink.
“I play for the highest stakes,” Nimrod said. “And that troubles me, for I don’t yet know enough.”
“Seek not to rise above your station, Mortal.”
“That isn’t the way to speak to me, like unto a god. We are allies.”
The idol’s eyes burned brightly.
Canaan fell to his knees, bowing and throwing up his hands. “Mercy, O Bel, god of the sun. Have mercy on us.”
Nimrod loosened his cloak as heat radiated from the idol. “Slay me if you can. But do not think to frighten me with a little light and heat.”
The eyes dimmed until they only seemed like coals.
“Thank you, Lord Bel,” whimpered Canaan. “Thank you, thank you. Forgive us, I beg. Please, do not hold this against us.”
Nimrod booted his uncle so the old man sprawled him onto the floor. “Quit simpering. Stand up like a man.”
Canaan groveled before the idol.
“Stand up!” roared Nimrod, drawing his sword. “Stand up or I’ll kill you this instant.”
Canaan scrambled to his feet, as he stared at Nimrod in terror.
“Stand behind me, Uncle. I’ll shield you from Bel.”
Canaan glanced at the idol before hurrying behind his nephew.
“Hear me, Bel,” Nimrod said. “I would speak with your lord.”
The idol remained silent.
Nimrod marched to the idol, using the sword pommel to strike the bronze chest. “I demand an audience with Lucifer.”
“You dare to—”
Nimrod struck again, so the idol clanged hollowly. “I will not bow to anyone, man, devil or god. Yes! I dare, for I am like a god. I dare to challenge Jehovah. First, I want to know the truth. I demand to speak with my chief ally and benefactor.”
“I speak for him, Mighty Hunter.”
“And I’m telling you that’s not good enough. Tomorrow, atop the Tower, with Semiramis, Kush and Canaan, I demand an audience with the Dark Lord.”
“To what end?”
“To learn the truth,” Nimrod said.
“The Tower has not yet been completed.”
“I know. I’ve pushed hard like you commanded, building in a frenzy, making all Babel boil with activity. But the stars say that now is the time to attack the remnant. Before I attempt it a second time, I want direct counsel from Lucifer. He will have to be content with a partly finished Tower this time, or I will have to wait until the stars realign themselves once more.”
There was silence… silence… “Tomorrow, atop the Tower, you will speak with Lucifer.” Then the eyes quit shining and they became as before.
“Bel?” Nimrod asked, but he knew the presence had departed.
Sheathing his sword, he took a rag from his pocket and wiped his face. His hand shook. He clenched it and willed it to be still. Then he turned to the trembling magician. “That, my uncle, is how you take the quick path to power.”
 





 
6.
 
Four of them stood at the base of the Tower. The stars winked on this cloudless night. During the day, laborers had pitched a purple tent at the apex and struggled up the stairs with a heavy brass shrine. Now the Tower plaza was empty and the steps awaited them like a path to doom.
Nimrod glanced back at the others.
“What possessed you to demand an audience with Satan?” Kush asked. He wore his priestly clothes. “And why do you need me?”
“Have you already lost your nerve?” Nimrod asked.
“Lost it? I never would have thought to desire this in the first place.”
“Strange words from the one who first put humanity on this path,” Nimrod said.
Kush scowled.
Behind him, Canaan peered upward in terror. Semiramis seemed drugged; she wore sheer garments and bore a royal crown. Nimrod wore his leather hunting clothes, with his heavy bow slung across his shoulders.
“The least you could have done was dress properly for the occasion,” Kush said.
“I have,” Nimrod said. “As a hunter I gained power and as a hunter I rule. This is more than a symbol of my authority. It is my bedrock.”
“I can’t do it,” whispered Canaan. “I yearn for secret knowledge. This I confess. But I…” He shook his head. “This isn’t the way to appease the gods. We march too proudly, too arrogantly.”
“We’re not trying to appease them,” Nimrod said. “Now quit sniveling. Square your shoulders. If we’re going to die tonight, at least face it manfully and perish cursing them with ruin.”
“Why curse?” Kush asked.
“Can my arrows harm them?” Nimrod asked.
“They are spirits,” Kush said.
“Exactly. Yet didn’t Ham teach you that man is part spirit and part flesh.”
“That’s what Noah taught him.”
“Then perhaps the spirit part of me can make a curse stick,” Nimrod said, “especially if I’m raging.”
Kush studied his son. “My anger is but a candle against your fire.”
“That may be,” Nimrod said. “But at least you’re not sniveling. I’m beginning to see why Noah fingered Uncle Canaan as the slave.”
That brought a look of reproach onto Canaan’s waxy features.
“There!” Nimrod said, slapping his uncle on the back. “You’re as ready as you’re going to be.” He took Semiramis’ hand, gently tugging her. Together, the four started up the stairs.
“What’s wrong with her?” Kush asked, halfway up.
“Nothing,” Nimrod said.
“Did you drug her?”
Semiramis laughed in a throaty manner. Languidly, from beneath heavy-lidded eyes, she peered at her father-in-law.
“What did you do to her?” Kush asked.
“What I should have done to myself,” whispered Canaan.
“You gave her one of your potions?” Kush asked.
“She took one of her own,” Canaan said. He wrung his hands, and admitted, “In truth, she has more and varied draughts than I do. In this area, she teaches me.”
“You shouldn’t have let her drug herself,” Kush said.
“You forget yourself, Priest,” Nimrod said.
The normal scowl lines deepened as Kush’s eyes took on their customary glower.
In time, they reached the top, the fifth level, and entered the sprawling tent. Semiramis took a hot coal from a tiny clay pot dangling from her neck. One by one, she lit the four braziers around the brass shrine.
“Where do you want us to stand?” Kush asked.
“Behind me,” Nimrod said.
Canaan hid behind the Mighty Hunter. Kush hitched his thumbs through his scarlet belt and took a wide stance. Semiramis swayed, with a secret smile upon her lips.
Nimrod raised his hands.
“Wait,” Canaan whispered.
“What now?” Nimrod asked.
“Where’s the sacrifice?”
“If you don’t shut up, it’s going to be you.”
Canaan knelt, bowing his head.
Nimrod raised his hands. Eager expectation softened his features. “Lucifer, Leviathan, the Great Dragon of Heaven. You named Light-Bearer and called by others Satan. I have come tonight to speak with you. I do not beg, for I don’t believe you delight in simpering fools. I have brought no sacrifice, because my entire life has been one of devotion to the path scripted by you. However, I have begun to doubt your promises.
“The reason is simple. Noah thwarted us the last time we attempted to bring the others under our sway. To butt heads with his favorite son, the one closest to Jehovah, gives me pause and makes me wonder if Bel is who he claims to be. For that matter, I wonder about you, Dark Lord. Are you a god? Or is Ham right? Are you a rebellious archangel who leads the rest of us to our eternal death? Tonight I want to clear this up to my satisfaction. Does this mean I think myself greater than you? I am not so foolish. Yet I am humanity’s king. I will rule and me they will worship, for I am like a god. What then are you?”
A mote of light appeared above the brass shrine, a beautiful light, scintillating like a gem of rarest worth. It twirled and sparkled, shimmering and lovely and strangely haunting and hypnotic. Canaan sucked in his breath. Semiramis crooned and clapped her hands. Kush scowled, his mouth a line of disapproval. Nimrod watched like a hunter, waiting, with his hands lifted.
The light pulsed and grew at each beat, bigger, larger, until it encompassed the shrine’s top.
“Nimrod, Semiramis, Kush and Canaan, four of my finest pupils,” came a rich, melodious voice out of the air.
“Dread Lord,” Canaan said, throwing up his arms.
Kush knelt in a dignified manner.
Semiramis collapsed, with her garment blooming like a flower around her waist, her head drooping and her dark tresses spread like freshly mown reeds.
Only Nimrod remained upright, peering into the colorful light.
“Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, bold lion of man, scion of Kush the Proud.”
“You are Satan?” Nimrod asked.
“I am.”
Nimrod dipped his head as one equal to another. “I am the ruler of men.”
“You are a hard taskmaster.”
“Discipline brings unity,” Nimrod said, “Otherwise, there is chaos.”
“True, my child. But you did not seek me in order to boast. Tonight you wish knowledge. Yes, I have long wished for one like you, Nimrod. You warm me with your boldness, with your courage and daring. One among men, I thought, must surely have the wit to throw off his chains and fight for freedom, fight for dignity and his humanity. No simpering coward you. No dupe who gladly wears his chains of servility like Noah and Shem. At last a man has arisen to lead his people to paradise. Yet now I find you wavering. Bel brings me word of double-guessing, fright and hesitation.”
“I am a man, as you say,” Nimrod said. “As a man, I know only what I see. Noah halted us once by raising his staff so the thunderclouds rolled. It has given me pause. I’ve admitted that. Thus, tonight, I must know the truth.”
“Is that all?” Satan sneered.
“Grave Lord, Master of the bene elohim, I have been born into a world destroyed by flood. Jehovah did that. Word has also come to us that many of your kind were dragged to dark dungeons, never to be seen again until the end of days.”
“Those are foul lies.”
“So says Bel,” admitted Nimrod.
“Do you think he spins fantasies?”
“I think Noah stopped us by raising his staff and making the thunderclouds roll. I think Jehovah wiped out humanity once already, using a universal flood. How can these things be if you and Bel are gods just like Jehovah?”
“You desire wisdom,” Satan said. “Then see the world as it was in the beginning. Learn how it began as you gird yourself for grim reality. Hold onto your sanity as you behold sights that no mortal has ever seen. Back in time, back to the beginning—before the Garden of Eden, before the Earth had been formed—let us go back to the original mass of watery vapor. I speak of the void, the swirling mass of chaos.”
The ball of light expanded with scintillating colors: blue, red and green gems of brilliance. Nimrod gazed in awe, spellbound. Then he neared the beautiful vision.
It expanded, and it seemed to Nimrod as if he was in it, swallowed up in another moment. Timelessness filled him with foreboding as he tumbled end over end, although he knew this was but a vision. A vast watery cloudy expanse spread everywhere, dark and gloomy, with a far off glow of unknown origin. Dread pounded in the Hunter’s chest. There was no Earth; it was without form and without foundations, a voice whispered to him. There was only this endless void of watery chaos, the primordial, primeval matter of the beginning.
Then an amazing thing filled Nimrod with wonder. Bright beautiful beings, lovely and blazing, with skin like molten gold and flaming eyes, rose up out of the watery chaos. Thousands, millions of them fluttered silvery wings. They called to one another in musical tones. Yet one among them outshone everyone. Bigger, brighter, glorious and matchless in grace, that one left Nimrod speechless. Beauty unbelievable, as never he thought possible, confronted him.
“As I was in the beginning, Mighty Hunter,” Satan whispered. “Behold, Lucifer, the Light-Bearer.”
He is a god indeed, thought Nimrod. Satan is angelic, ethereal, spotless and pure.
He sensed the beings—the angels on the day of their birth—delighting in their newborn awareness. They sang and marveled at this thing done to them. And One swathed in light, a being of mass indescribable, awesome, all-powerful, majestic and supreme, approached.
Nimrod turned to regard the One. Terror filled him, fear, dread and horror. Jehovah called the angels to Him.
The Mighty Hunter sensed a sudden bafflement in Lucifer. Questions formed within the Light-Bearer. Who was Jehovah? Where had He come from?
As Nimrod tumbled like a leaf in a hurricane, blow out of the glorious vision, out of the globe of light, the Mighty Hunter sensed a last fleeting scene. Lucifer, in all his glory, beauty and ethereal wisdom, urged fellow angels to heed his thought. They met in secret on a holy mountain covered with shiny stones.
“Who is Jehovah?” Lucifer asked.
“Our Maker and our Creator,” another angel said.
“No!” Lucifer said. “That is a lie. Jehovah is the elder. I grant that as self-evident. But look to the facts. We came whole from the watery chaos. We sprang forth full born, self-created and self-wrought.”
“How is that possible?” another angel asked.
“An evolution of matter,” Lucifer said. “Perhaps it occurred over an eon of time. It only seemed sudden to us because with our birth came awareness.”
“And Jehovah?”
“He was the firstborn ahead of us. Yes, I grant you that his power is vast. But the idea that he was our Creator… No. That is a lie so you will meekly submit to his authority. But I say to you there is another way. We must band together and topple him from his throne. We are as good as him. The fact that we sprang forth second shouldn’t mean we’re his slaves forever. Rise up, angels! Become gods in your own right.”
Then even that vision faded, and Nimrod found himself back in the tent atop the Tower of Babel—if they had ever left it.
For a time, each blinked and shook his or her head, attempting to orient back to reality.
“It was beautiful,” whispered Canaan.
“Uncanny,” Semiramis said.
Nimrod narrowed his eyes in thought.
Kush said, “What did we see?”
“The beginning,” Satan whispered from the air.
“Your beginning?” Kush asked.
“Of me and the others,” Satan said.
“What of Jehovah?”
“As you saw,” said Satan. “He was already there.”
“Before you?” Kush asked.
“Before me by seconds only,” said Satan. “Jehovah is clever and quick, never doubt it. Yet his claim to holiness and perfection—ha, I claim otherwise. If omniscient, why did my rebellion catch all heaven by surprise? If omnipotent, why with a third of the sons of the morning have I been able to not only hold my own but take territory?”
“What territory?” Kush asked.
“Earth, for a beginning,” said Satan.
“Did Jehovah really destroy the Earth by flood?” Nimrod asked.
“You know that he did,” Satan said, “although he has sworn an oath never to do so again.”
“Why did He swear?” Nimrod asked.
“Out of fear, is what I think,” Satan said. “He knows the other poor deluded angels will turn on him if he tries that a second time.”
“Then you can defeat him?” Nimrod asked.
“Yes,” Satan said. “I can topple Jehovah from his throne, for he like me is self-created from the watery void. Thus, he is not the Maker. Matter is first, not Jehovah, and therein is our hope.”
“Hope?” Kush asked. “Victory is not certain?”
“Mighty Hunter,” Satan said, “when you stalk a lion, is victory certain?”
“No,” Nimrod said. “You must bring all your skill and daring into play and then achieve greatness.”
“So it is in the realm above,” said Satan. “But look you: all humanity is almost under your authority. Together, we shall forge such a host as will storm heaven and the entire universe. Every day we’re closer to victory. Nimrod, advance on Shem and you will be victorious. Wield your empire as world-conqueror, knowing another flood will never be sent against you. Teach mankind these truths. Let them know that their gods have sprung full born from watery chaos. In such a way, fear of Jehovah shall be destroyed, weakening his power here on Earth.”
With that said, the mote of light began to shrink.
“Wait!” Nimrod cried. “What boon will you give me? I demand longer life and that you teach me self-creation into a higher form.”
“Another time, Mighty Hunter,” Satan said. “When you have finished the Tower and weld an unruly people into true obedience, then we shall see.”
The mote vanished, and the braziers flickered in the sudden darkness.
 





 
7.
 
Far away on the upland plain of Nineveh, Hilda strolled through a field of flowers with Odin. It was her first time alone with him. She plucked a flower, sniffing it, and she felt odd for a moment in her knee-length dress, with her arms bare. She wondered if she should have picked a different sort of outfit. She jabbed her javelin into the soil and fixed the flower into a braid.
She blushed, and she wasn’t certain why she had put the flower there. She snatched her javelin and tramped through the flower field.
Odin wasn’t handsome like Gog had been. Oh, beautiful Gog had been strong and tender. Odin was fat, although he moved with agility. And his beard made him seem older than he was. Yet she admitted that it was a handsome beard. She wondered what it would feel like to run her fingers through it.
Her father didn’t trust him. Odin’s story—the reason why he had fled Babel—was an ugly one. Some people didn’t believe it, although she knew Ham did. Odin had been a Mighty Man, one of King Nimrod’s bodyguards. One evening in Babel, Nimrod’s oldest brother Seba had been escorted into the palace. Uruk and two others had marched him to the throne where Nimrod sat. Odin had been one of the bodyguards lined against the walls, ready to hurl his spear into anyone who dared threaten the king. Nimrod had spoken softly to Seba. The heavy-faced man squirmed in Uruk’s grip. With his foot, Nimrod had shoved a small chest forward.
“Open it.”
Uruk released Seba. Frightened, Seba knelt, drew back the lid and fell with a scream.
Odin jumped near, cocking his spear. Then he saw the overturned chest. Thick granules of salt poured onto the floor, while out rolled the bloody head of Seba’s youngest son.
“I am Nimrod. I am King. Your sons disobey me at their peril.”
Odin fled Babel soon thereafter.
Beor said the man’s story was a trick to lure them. Her father predicted war with Babel. He trained a small band to make swift raids and surprise attacks.
Hilda sighed. She didn’t want to think about chariot raids and javelins. Today, with Odin the Spear-Slayer beside her, she walked through a field of flowers.
Odin cleared his throat. “I think instead of Hilda, I’ll call you the Huntress.”
“Isn’t that what they call the moon goddess in Babel?”
Odin grimaced. She remembered then that people said he didn’t like talking about Babel.
Hilda smiled to take the sting out of her words. He seemed to misinterpret her action, taking her hand, and saying, “Hilda…”
A sudden noise made them turn. Her father rattled to the edge of the flower field on his chariot. He pretended as if he’d stumbled upon them and now avoided them as a matter of courtesy.
“What were you going to say?” she asked, trying to ignore her father.
“Doesn’t your father trust me?”
“Yes,” she said, “as long as you’re within range of his bow.”
“Should I call him here?”
“Whatever for?” she asked.
Odin smiled, and he waved to her father. Beor didn’t wave back. Instead, he halted to let the donkeys munch grass.
With several emotions working across his face, Odin strolled to a rock and gestured that she sit there. Odin leaned on his spear and kept her father in view. Beor shaded his eyes, pretending to watch birds but clearly seeing what was going on with her and the Babelite, as he spoke of Odin.
“This is too much.” Odin stomped through the flowers toward her father.
Hilda sighed. The sun felt good on her face, but she wondered on the wisdom of Odin’s course. Her father stepped aside for no man. After visiting Noah and during his months as the preacher, he had seemed to change, to become…softer would be the wrong word. Perhaps more godly. But the incident with Semiramis had shaken her father to the core.
Hilda sat up, watching the two men. When Odin had first come to the plain of Nineveh, he had begged Beor to let him be a Scout. “What I know is fighting,” Odin told her father.
Beor had reluctantly agreed, and they had hunted wolves, bears and lions together. Many a night, her father and Odin had discussed battle tactics while sharing a wineskin and trying to wrinkle Nimrod’s weaknesses from their memories of him. Finally, Odin had won permission to walk alone with her, and after many no’s she had changed her mind and said yes.
“Do you need a ride back to the settlement?” her father asked Odin, loud enough for her to hear.
“What’s the matter with you?” Odin asked. “How come you have to spy on us?”
“Don’t like it, do you, boy?” Beor asked.
Odin’s knuckles whitened around his spear shaft.
Her father slipped off his six-foot bow. “Going to charge me, are you? That’s just what I’ve been expecting from you.”
“How can you say that?” cried Odin. “I’ve stepped in the path of snarling wolves for you. And you and I have jumped at lions together. If either of us had held back, the other surely would have died. But now you insult me and spy on us as if I’m a man without honor?”
“Why act surprised? I know how Nimrod thinks, how he operates. A spy isn’t below him. You do remember Gilgamesh, don’t you? The first time we trust you—off you’ll sprint with my daughter. No. I’m not as gullible as that.”
“Why let me walk with her then?”
Color flushed her father’s features. “I ought to feather a shaft into you before you stick a dagger in my back. That’s what I told Assur, but he said to accept you and see what happens. So I figured the best place for you was close where I could kill you. Then I decided that maybe Assur had a point. I’m not the Mighty Hunter. I’ll only kill a man for what he does. Yet this I’ll tell you: for your own safety. Hold my daughter’s hand or attempt to kiss her and a bear’s fury will seem like nothing once I get my paws on you.”
Hilda didn’t know why, but her heart sank. No one was brave enough to stand against her father.
Furious, Odin spun on his heel and marched toward her. He didn’t look at her until he stood near the rock.
“What did he say?” Hilda asked, as if she hadn’t heard the exchange.
“He’s still watching us, if that’s what you mean,” Odin muttered.
She regarded him. “This shouldn’t really startle you, not after all that my father has been through.”
“Maybe not,” Odin said, as he became thoughtful.
“It’s such a nice day,” she said, “and the flowers smell lovely. Do you want to smell the flowers?”
He stared at her.
“No?” she said. “What about the flower in my hair?”
His eyes widened; she’d never been so familiar with him before. Then he chanced to glance at her father brushing one of his donkeys as Beor watched them.
Odin muttered, “I’m not sure the whiff is worth an arrow through my chest.”
“That’s not very gallant,” she said.
“What do you expect me to say with your father watching?”
“Are you afraid of him?” she asked.
Odin shrugged moodily.
She leaned back, bending her right leg and clasping her hands around her knee.
Odin peeked approvingly at her figure.
“You’re afraid of my father and yet you leer at me,” she said.
He grinned. He seemed to like that. “Hilda, what do you want out of life?”
“Nimrod’s defeat, I suppose.”
He stepped closer, waving his pudgy hand. “Forget about Nimrod. Forget about Babel, the coming war and all that nonsense. Let’s do what Noah says. Head north with me into the wilds.”
“How far north?” she asked, wondering why her heart beat so hard.
“To where the ice grinds like rocks and the animals are magnificent. Come with me and settle that land.”
The words almost stuck in her throat. “As your wife, is that what you’re saying?”
“Yes!” he said, stepping closer yet. “Noah says we displease Jehovah by living in close settlements. Assur says we must do so for protection against Babel and Nimrod. But I say he’s wrong, for a world lies waiting for those bold enough to take it.”
Didn’t Odin fear her father? Was he really that brave? She looked at him with renewed interest, even though she said, “First, we must stop Nimrod.”
Odin shook his head. “Your father is brave and strong, but he and his handful aren’t going to stop the Mighty Hunter. It’s hopeless.”
“Is this your trickery? To bore from within like a worm and sap our morale so we accept defeat?”
“I’m saying the opposite. Assur will lose. Your father will lose. So why not trek far, far away where we’ll never have to worry about Nimrod again?”
“Go,” she said. “Who’s stopping you?”
“You are.”
“Me?”
He took her hand, even though her father gave a loud shout.
“I love you, Hilda,” Odin said. “I risked everything that time Ham and I came to Festival. Be my wife.”
“Unhand her, knave!” her father roared. The donkeys brayed as they halted by the rock. Beor fumbled an arrow to his bow.
Hilda tugged her hand out of Odin’s and rose with dignity. “I’ll consider your words.”
“What did he say to you?” Beor shouted.
“He asked me to marry him, Daddy.”
Beor snarled with rage. Hilda ran around the chariot and jumped beside her father, putting a hand on his brawny arm, the one drawing the arrow. “Please, Daddy, not yet. Let me break his heart first.”
Beor eased tension from the bowstring as he glanced at her.
She laughed at Odin, tossing her head. “Take me away from him, from this stench of Babel.”
Beor grinned. He handed her the bow and picked up the reins.
Woodenly, Odin stepped aside. Then she caught Odin’s eye and winked at him. He blinked in confusion.
As the chariot rattled away, she glanced back. Odin stood bemused and almost dejected. Yet it seemed he didn’t know whether to whoop with joy or throw down his spear in disgust.
Hilda sighed as her father grinned triumphantly. Why did everything have to be so complicated?
 





 
8.
 
Europa and Rahab sat cross-legged at a low table, inspecting mounds of cloth. Europa seemed agitated, glancing now and again at Rahab.
“Perhaps this is what I need,” said Europa, pulling out the reddest color.
Rahab nodded. For whites, browns and black colors, weavers primarily chose wool from a sheep with white, brown or black wool. Black could also be achieved through various kinds of charcoal and soot, while animal skins were dyed black with gall apples and copper sulfate. Mixing different kinds of ochre made brown pigments, while for blue a length of cloth first took a bath in an alkaline vat and was later trampled underfoot and dyed with something called woad.
Fabrics could also be dyed blue with pastel-wood. A special concoction of pomegranate rinds produced yellow dye, as did ground weld and saffron plants. Vegetable dyes produced green colors, although the best green came from a tree whose leaves possessed a peculiar property. The leaves when crushed and stripped in water produced a powerful dye. Madder roots that had been thoroughly ground and crushed produced a red color, and crotal lichen that grew on trees was scraped off, put into a pot with wool and water, and boiled for two hours. It produced a red-brown color. Scarlet, a blood-red dye, came from an insect that frequented the boughs of the ilex tree. The female grub alone produced the dye, when alive about the size of a cherry kernel but at death, it shriveled up to the size of a grain of wheat. It had an agreeable aromatic smell and of course when crushed gave up a fantastic scarlet color.
Often the borders of a cloth were dyed or special threads were later woven into the cloth to make pretty designs. Yet as skilled as they had become here, nothing seemed to match the best cloth out of Babel.
“What do you want for this?” Europa asked, with a hand on the red cloth. “I have perfume that will match anything Semiramis is said to own, or I have a kohl pot with a fine long brush and red ocher for your cheeks and lips.”
Rahab unfolded the cloth, running her worn fingers over it. Europa used a great variety of cosmetics, especially henna in her hair to hide the gray streaks. The bush known as henna or privet grew far to the south. Yearly some of her sons traveled there, bringing back baskets full of henna leaves, the dye extracted by grinding them. Europe feared growing old, and this fear she tried to push onto Ruth and now onto her.
Europa and Rahab had known each other for well over one hundred years. Rahab recalled the storm-tossed days of the Flood, when each of them had looked after a section of deck and animals. It was difficult to think back to then, when the entire world had rested on their shoulders, whether they did their tasks dutifully or not. Fail to feed your animals properly and one eighth of all kinds might perish. Now the world seemed so vast, so teeming with creatures both great and small: sparrows, eagles, worms, pythons, mice and lions. The eight of them—the riders of the Ark—had gone through so much together. Now they seemed to have grown apart. Or maybe after nearly one hundred years of change, the differences between them had finally become apparent.
Rahab folded the red cloth and handed it to Europa. “It’s yours.”
“For…?”
“For a year together on the Ark,” Rahab said.
“No. I-I cannot accept it.”
“Why not?” Rahab asked, smiling, patting Europa’s hand.
Europa seemed on the verge of asking a question.
Rahab was certain she knew what it was. Most people asked eventually. She had always been surprised that Europa never had. But then Europa didn’t come around much. Even after all these years, Japheth and Ham seldom spent any time together. Old memories died hard, especially the bitter ones. How unfortunate. How foolish.
“What was it like?” Europa asked, as if thirsty for knowledge. “Do you remember?”
“When I died?”
Europa nodded.
Rahab smiled. “When I woke, I felt refreshed.”
“When you woke?” asked Europa, puzzled. “But you weren’t asleep.”
“It felt as if I had been.”
“Don’t you remember anything?”
She didn’t like to speak about what she remembered. It was personal. “Please,” she said, while touching the red cloth. “I want you to have this.”
Europa stiffened. “Yes, thank you.”
Rahab felt the strain. It troubled her. More than anyone, Europa had always been closed to her.
“We’re leaving,” Europa said suddenly. “Japheth, I and Gomer, all his clan has decided to leave the plain of Nineveh.”
“Is it because of the threat of war?”
“That’s just a rumor. Baseless rumor, says Japheth.”
Ham didn’t agree. But then Japheth and Ham never agreed on anything. A sudden suspicion of where they traveled chilled Rahab. Their eyes met.
Europa’s features became pinched, and she pulled up the cloth, hugging it, as if for protection. “Yes, we’re going to Babel. I can see the accusation in your eyes. I know you think that Babel is…that they’re heading in a wrong direction. Why is it that everyone here thinks that? What is supposed to be the reason for their apparent waywardness?”
Rahab opened her mouth to explain about the angel of the sun and now this angel of the moon.
“Wait,” Europa said. “The reason they’ve become wayward—if that’s even the right term. Japheth believes we’ve overreacted. If they have propagated a few foolish concepts, it must be because none of us are there. Ham and you…well, you left Babel. And Shem only went that one time in order to give them a stern warning. People don’t react well to lectures or finger-waving preaching, and that’s what Shem and Beor did. Japheth—and I quite agree with him on this—believes that what they need is a guiding hand.”
“Yours?” Rahab asked.
“After Noah, Japheth is the eldest. And many of our children already live there. Yes, Japheth is certain that he can straighten out any irregularities. He knows that Nimrod styles himself as Babel’s king, but our husbands are the patriarchs. The weight of knowledge and stored wisdom are theirs—and ours as women as well. Certainly, we wouldn’t go if we believed the baseless rumor that war threatens. I know Ham believes in a coming war, and Shem, too, of course. He claimed to have a vision about it.” Europa smiled, but it didn’t seem genuine. “I won’t say that Ham or Shem is wrong about Babel. That wouldn’t be polite, seeing as I’m in your house.”
“You may speak your mind. In fact, I insist you do.”
Warmth filled the smile. “Oh, Rahab, you’ve always been so sweet and so kind. I’ll miss you.”
“I wish you’d reconsider.”
“Yes, I know all the arguments. But our minds are made up. I really think this is for the best.”
“When do you leave?”
“In a week, maybe sooner.”
“Ah…” Rahab said, troubled, nodding, wondering what more to say. “May you go with the peace of Jehovah.”
Europa’s mouth tightened, and soon thereafter, she took the cloth and departed.
Rahab didn’t see Ham until the next morning. He woke earlier than she did and helped himself to milk and bread. He sat at the table eating and cutting strips of leather as she shuffled to him, setting down a bowl of figs.
“Thank you,” he said, popping one into his mouth.
“What are you working at?” She nibbled on a fig. One would do her for the entire morning.
“I’m making slings,” he said. He tested a strip of leather, yanking it, before he frowned. “Do you recall Ymir’s host?”
“Not if I can help it.”
“Yes, a bad time,” he said. “But after much experimentation, Ymir discovered that slingers were able to outrange archers.”
She took another bite of her fig.
“They used different lengths of slings,” he said. “I remember quite well.”
“Lengths?”
He lifted two leather strips. On each end was tied a small leather pouch, the place where a stone went. A slinger twirled the leather strip, the sling, over his head. At just the right moment, he released one string while holding onto the other. That shot the stone at the target. It took practice and skill to hit an object. In the Old World, shepherds had made the best slingers, probably because they had plenty of spare time to practice.
“Ymir’s slingers used various lengths for different types of missiles,” explained Ham.
“I thought slingers used stones.”
“Some slingers used stones as big as fists. Others used small leaden pellets, depending on the missile’s speed to impart damage. The pellets, incidentally, outranged the fist-sized stones.” He grinned. “In the Old World, they used all sorts of missiles. Why, I recall stories of slingers with fireballs of flaming pitch.”
“Like your brimstone balls?”
“Yes, only much smaller. And some used heavy lead balls that were able to crack and break bronze shields.” He stood, and looped a sling around his shoulder. “That was how they carried them.”
“Why are you so interested in slings?”
He snorted as if the question was foolish. “Nimrod has trained Mighty Men. What I’m looking for are advantages. If our slingers can outrange his archers, perhaps we can send swift youths to pepper them daily on their march to us. By constant harassment, we might wear down their resolve.”
She thought about pointing out that charioteers might overtake swift youths, but she was certain he had already considered that. Besides, he didn’t like it when she poked holes in his ideas. So she asked him if he had heard that Japheth, Europa and Gomer were leaving for Babel. Ham had heard, and he grumbled about it. He said part of the reason why they were leaving was that Shem and he hadn’t put up with Japheth’s airs. In the last fifty years, their oldest brother had gotten too used to being the wise one, the grand patriarch of Japheth Land. He couldn’t stand being with his equals for more than a week or two, like the times at Festival. Certainly, Japheth thought he would be able to browbeat Nimrod.
As Ham spoke, he brought out little lead pellets from his belt pouch, dribbling them onto the table. They clicked onto the wood, heavy pieces of shot.
Rahab put her hands over his. “Ham, can I speak with you a moment?”
“I thought that’s what we’ve been doing.”
“No,” she said. “Can we talk?”
He seemed to restrain from rolling his eyes and finally nodded as he pushed the slings and pellets into the middle of the table.
“Hilda visited me yesterday,” she said.
“This isn’t about Odin and her?”
“You know about them?”
“Rahab! You’re the one who told me long ago that the boy was wild about Hilda. Don’t you remember that’s how I got him to drive me to Festival several years ago?”
“Oh,” she said. “Yes, that’s right.” She didn’t always remember things, and that troubled her. She wondered if it had anything to do with her…passing. “My point is that Hilda is worried.”
“If she doesn’t want Odin hanging around all she has to do is tell Beor,” Ham said. “Believe me. Beor will take care of it.”
“That’s just it. Hilda is afraid what her father is going to do if he finds out about them.”
“Ah,” Ham said. “I see. It’s like that.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “She’s been seeing Odin behind her father’s back?”
“In a manner of speaking. Now I want you to talk to Beor.”
“Me?” He shook his head. “The last time I did that—”
“Please, Ham.” She squeezed his hand. “I think the girl’s in love.”
“How can that be? She acts more like a man than a woman, always carting around javelins.”
“The reason why you made her that wonderful amber necklace, remember?” Rahab smiled. “I think that underneath her warrior-maiden exterior is a woman waiting to flower, at least flower for the right man.”
“Ha!”
“Ham. You must talk to Beor. He respects you. He can’t keep on warping his daughter the way he has.”
Ham picked up a lead pellet, rolling it between his fingers.
“Please, speak to Beor. Make him see reason.”
Ham sighed.
Rahab hid her smile, but for form, to make him feel better about it, she kept on asking and pleading.
He finally nodded, and then he gathered his slings and pellets. “I’m going outside to practice, before you give me anything else to do. Like plead with Japheth to stay.”
“Japheth is your brother.”
Ham grunted, and then he was out the door.
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Hilda fed twigs into the fire. It blazed with warmth, with crackling light. Somewhere in the hills, a wolf howled at the moon. A Scout on a nearby rock looked up, while the donkeys munching on oats in their feedbags grew still. Another wolf joined in, and then yet another. Soon a pack howled, their chorus filling the night.
“Do you think they worship Jehovah?” Yorba asked.
Beor snorted. He paced, and his wooden peg clacked against stones as he moved first one way and then another. He kept rubbing his big hands together and glancing at the fire.
Hilda felt his scrutiny. The other Scouts were uncommonly quiet tonight. They, too, felt her father’s suppressed anger. She threw another twig onto the fire.
“Where’s Odin,” growled Beor. “Why has he stayed away?”
“Why?” Yorba said, from on the rock. “Are you serious? You practically promised to kill him the next time you set eyes on him.”
Hilda stood, dusting her hands. “I didn’t hear about that.”
Beor snorted again, louder than before, like a beast giving warning. He seemed wild this evening, perhaps why he had wanted to camp under the stars.
“Did you know that yesterday Beor almost hit Grandfather Ham?” Yorba said.
“What?” Hilda asked.
Beor rubbed his big hands harder than ever and he paced a little faster.
“Your father shoved our blessed Patriarch,” Yorba said. “Then your father spat near his feet. After that—”
“Enough!” Beor scowled at Hilda. “Where’s Odin? I want to talk to him.”
“I suspect Odin desires to keep on living,” Hilda said.
“Ah, so he’s a coward. I thought as much.”
The words were pulled out of her. She didn’t think about them, just said, “That isn’t fair. He can’t fight you is why he stays away. The reason he can’t fight should be easy to understand. How can he possibly slay the father of the girl he loves?”
“Slay!” roared Beor. “That spear-carrying fool thinks he can slay me? Oh, how I wish he’d try. I really do.”
Hilda stamped her foot. “Father, how can you say that? He hasn’t done anything to you. In fact, he’s done everything a good Scout should for over a year.”
“He hasn’t done anything to me?” Beor asked. “Why, he’s stolen the wits from my daughter. He’s blinded her with fair promises and no doubt with too much familiarity.”
She decided to ignore the last barb. Verbally defending such things only seemed to convince her father that they were true. “You’ve seen Odin hunt,” she said. “He has courage and ability. I don’t understand why you hate him.”
Beor rubbed his hands even more furiously, turned away, turned back and frowned at the fire. With a start, he yanked his hands apart. “Hilda,” he said, making an obvious effort to keep his voice low, “I’m only thinking of you. I know you have a soft heart.”
She saw Yorba roll his eyes, and she wondered why. She did have a soft heart, too soft. Then, maybe for the first time, she wondered if living among the Scouts, practicing and hunting with them, had roughened her? The possibility frightened her, and then the fact of Odin courting her calmed the awful thought.
Her father still spoke. “I remember when Minos, Thebes and their cousin—when I came upon you. Oh, Hilda, I’m still amazed I didn’t kill the three of them. And then consider Gilgamesh, how he stole the amber necklace out of your very room. I’m worried that Nimrod is up to his old ploys of sending us shills, imposters.”
“I’m not in love with Odin,” she said, and she shivered as she said it.
That seemed to calm her father. “Do you see him sometimes?”
She glanced at Yorba, who now seemed very interested in his bowstring. Sly dog, he didn’t fool her.
“You told me not to see him,” she said.
“Yes,” Beor said. “And then yesterday Ham came and talked to me about him.”
“Oh?”
“Ham said not to worry so much about Odin. That he was a fine boy. That he was very fond of you.”
“Great-Grandfather Ham said that?”
Her father breathed through his nose, making the nostrils flare like a bull about to charge.
“I certainly never put Ham up to it.” Hilda wondered who had: Odin, Great-Grandmother Rahab, somebody?
Her father looked at her closely. A troubled smile creased his features. “I’m only thinking of you. You know that, don’t you?”
“I know, Daddy. I know.”
He nodded, glanced at Yorba and the others, and then he cracked his fingers and sat on a rock.
She’d been waiting for that. “I have to take a walk,” she said.
Her father sat up like a deer hearing a lion in the grass.
“Nature calls,” she said.
“Ah,” her father said, relaxing.
She picked up her javelin and marched out of the firelight, slipping past bushes. She studied the moon, looked to the right, the left and headed for a tall boulder. She remembered back at Festival how Odin had once slipped into their forest camp. That had been when Gog was still alive.
She stopped, hearing an owl hoot. With a smile, she hurried to the tall boulder.
Odin stepped from behind it.
She stabbed the javelin into the ground, and they hugged. “Did you hear us?”
“I heard,” Odin said, sounding glum.
She wondered why he never kissed her.
“I didn’t tell Ham to speak with your father,” he said.
“No?” she asked, surprised for feeling disappointed.
“I mean, it was a good idea,” he said.
“It was a stupid idea,” she said. “My father suspects now that I’m seeing you.”
“You are seeing me,” he said. “Maybe I should come back into camp with you.”
“No! The way he is tonight, my father will kill you.”
“He might try.”
“Brave, Odin,” she said.
“I’m not afraid of your father.”
“Then you’re a fool. You should be afraid of him. I know that Nimrod is.”
“Well…” Odin said. “Maybe a little afraid.”
She wondered why he hadn’t kissed her. Gog had by this time. She reached out and touched his beard.
Odin smiled, not moving a muscle, as if he was afraid to move lest she take away her hand. “Do you like it?” he asked.
“It’s so soft,” she said. “Not like my father’s beard.”
He put his hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “Have you considered my offer?”
“To be your wife?”
He kissed her. She threw her arms around him. “Hilda,” he whispered.
A branch cracked. It was from behind, a ways away, as if someone walked on a fallen one.
“Hilda?” called her father.
She broke the embrace and turned in fright. “I’m over here,” she called. “But don’t come too close. I’m…I’m indisposed.”
“Right,” Beor said. “I’ll wait here. It’s just that the wolves stopped howling and I was worried. You didn’t take any of the hounds with you.”
“Please, Daddy, this is embarrassing.” She turned to Odin. “You must slip away.”
He reached under his massive beard and drew something over it and above his head. It was a leather cord and dangling on it was a…
“This is a rhinoceros horn,” he whispered. “It’s my good luck amulet that I won in the Far North.”
“Like your rhinoceros hide boots?”
“From the same beast, yes.”
She glanced at his boots. They were very tough and very fine. She knew he was proud of them.
“Here,” he said, pressing the amulet into her hands.
“I can’t take this,” she said. “My father would know then that I—”
“Hide it,” suggested Odin. “Please, Hilda, I want you to have it.”
She smiled. “Yes, of course. Now you must leave before my father finds you.”
He pressed the amulet into her hands. Then he kissed her again.
“Hilda!” called her father.
“Oh, Daddy, please,” she shouted.
Odin let his fingers linger on her face. Then he slipped behind the boulder, and without a sound, vanished into the night.
She hid the amulet under some leaves, picked up her javelin and hurried toward her waiting father.
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Almost fifty leagues southeast of Babel along the Euphrates River lay the new city of Erech. It was part of the kingdom of Shinar, the four cities of the alluvial plain ruled by Nimrod. The kingdom was composed of Babel, Erech, Akkad and Calneh. City, of course, was a misnomer, but the term tickled the vanity of the king. In reality, Erech held a little over seventy people.
The terrain was practically identical to that of Babel: a raised riverbank, reed swamps where spring floods had overflowed, with bushes and dates palms here and there, and with dusty plains inland where gazelle and lions dwelt. Near the newly-built brick wall, small canals crisscrossed and sprouted with amazingly abundant crops of wheat, barley and sesame. Within the city was a collection of mud brick homes, a smithy or two, a tiny temple and beside it a two-story mud brick palace. Within the palace lived the governor of Erech, a Mighty Man and a follower of Nimrod: Gilgamesh the Ghost Stalker and his wife Opis.
This city as well as the others practiced the new form of government. No clan or half clan went to Erech, Akkad or Calneh. Instead, individual families went. Clans as such, in these three cities, had been broken up. All were subjects of the king and as such were oath-bound to give fealty to the king’s servant. Thus, Japhethites, Shemites and Hamites lived in equality in Erech, and most were of the fourth or fifth generation of Noah.
Gilgamesh was aware of Nimrod’s real reason for building new cities and filling them with equal portions from the three tribes. The stated reason was obedience to Jehovah, obedience to the great command to fill the Earth. The king had nothing against colonization, just not in a helter-skelter fashion.
“Let us build an empire,” Nimrod said, “united, protected, growing outward in a rational manner, rather than splintering into packets of humanity that live little above the beasts.”
Through these three cities, Nimrod had stilled the whispers that said he shook his fist at Jehovah. What Nimrod also did was weaken clan authority in order to increase his own. He had chosen younger people to populate these new centers because they were more malleable to the new ideas and because they were less set in the old ways of clan affiliation.
This morning, Gilgamesh hunted with Ramses, who visited from Babel, having come by foot.
They presently strolled home across the dusty plain. A small gazelle lay over Gilgamesh’s shoulder. Several hounds with their tongues lolling trailed behind. In his fist, Gilgamesh carried his lance of elm wood. Ramses had a bow. Each wore hunting leathers as of old, but time had changed them. Ramses had developed a small paunch, and Gilgamesh no longer seemed skeletal and wild, as in the days when he had haunted the great southern marsh.
The only new item to Gilgamesh’s wardrobe was a talisman or amulet. A stone cylinder—a miniature rolling pin—with carvings on it hung from his neck by a leather cord. He owned it as Governor of Erech. Lud, the premier sculptor and seal cutter of Babel, had made it. Its function was single but its uses several. When rolled across wet clay, the seal left a raised picture.
Gilgamesh’s seal was of a man stabbing a roaring lion. It symbolized the help he had given Nimrod against Black Mane. Other seals left different images. Menes, the grandfather of Ramses, had one that showed a man watering a tree with a shaduf. Nimrod’s seal showed a man shooting an arrow at a dragon. Ramses’s was of a hero chasing an ostrich. Since seal cutters used hand tools and different shapes and sizes of stones, no seal was exactly alike another, thus they became signatures.
The cylinder seals had quickly become the rage in Babel and in the three new towns. Everyone knew that people had used papyrus scrolls in the Old World. Ham, Shem, Japheth, and even Noah had several such scrolls. To date, however, no one had discovered papyrus reeds to make new scrolls. A few people laboriously made parchment. It took careful cleaning, stretching and smoothing of the skins of sheep and goats. The trouble was ink, which came from octopuses. That meant fishing in the Bitter Sea or in the marsh’s delta mouth. The ink brought over from the Old World had finally run out.
Then Kush discovered a new medium. As a priest of Bel, he gave praise to the angel of the sun for the idea. It was simple and it used an unlimited resource: mud. With a sharp reed styles on a flattened lump of clay held in his palm, Kush wrote Antediluvian ideograms. He dried it in the sun and now had a permanent record. Soon thereafter, as an easy signature, Lud devised the cylinder seals.
Gilgamesh rolled his cylinder on each report he sent to Babel. When Opis become suspicious of her maid, she tied a cloth over the mouth of the oil jar and covered the string with clay. Before the clay hardened, she rolled her seal over it. If the seal broke, then she would know if anyone helped herself to the oil. Gilgamesh sealed the temple door. That was a command from Babel, the tablet verified by Nimrod’s seal. Clay and seal had quickly become a lock and key.
“It is to be war,” Ramses said, as they two of them walked together.
“War?” Gilgamesh asked. They had been speaking about old times, how they had dashed from Festival and to the great southern marsh, searching for Opis. Each claimed as they hunted this afternoon that in those days, they had been in much better shape. “What possible reasons are there for war?”
“Do you want to hear the real reason or the one Nimrod gives?”
“First tell me what Nimrod says.”
“That the others have grown jealous of the Tower,” Ramses said. “Why else have they preached against it? It can’t be because the Tower is evil. If that were so, says Nimrod, why has Babel been so blessed these past years? Cylinders seals and clay tablets, faience, better ways of smelting, ship building improvements, a central governmental that improves justice and new revelations about Bel and Ishtar, all these gifts of civilization have been granted because Jehovah smiles on Babel’s endeavors.”
“Potent arguments,” Gilgamesh said.
“The king is no fool.”
“Why does he want war?”
“I’m unsure,” Ramses said. “I don’t know if it’s because Nimrod yearns to lead the Mighty Men in conquest, or—did you know he’s studied the campaigns of Ymir and Laban?”
“Studied how?” Gilgamesh asked.
“He acquired a scroll from Ham before Ham left. It was a history of Antediluvian Arad. In it are descriptions of Ymir’s conquests and several of Laban’s. In the past, Nimrod also spoke at length with Ham about those times. I don’t know if you’ve heard this, but Patriarch Japheth has arrived in Babel. Nimrod now speaks with him about Antediluvian times.”
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“Japheth and Europa, together with Gomer and his entire clan, have moved to Babel,” Ramses said. “They mean to stay.”
“Does Japheth tell the king all he wants to know about old times?” Gilgamesh asked. “Or is he reticent the way they said Ham used to be?”
“My grandfather says Japheth is flattered by the attention,” Ramses said. “Five of Gomer’s great grandsons have already enrolled in the Mighty Men.”
Gilgamesh nodded.
“It is my belief,” Ramses said, “that Nimrod wishes to emulate Ymir, to outdo the Nephilim.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Oh?” Ramses asked. “Tell me. Who has ever conquered the entire world?”
“Ah.”
“The king will send for you,” Ramses said. “Nimrod will want all his heroes with him.”
Gilgamesh nodded thoughtfully.
“Look at me,” Ramses said, as he patted his paunch. “I live too well in Babel. But you…you’re still lean like a wolf, still able to race down gazelle and stab them with your lance.”
Gilgamesh laughed, pleased by the compliment. “Come now, my friend, we’re not at court in Babel. This is Erech. We lead simple lives here. You have no need to flatter me.”
For a time they paced in silence, and the blood of the slain gazelle soaked through Gilgamesh’s tunic and wet his shoulder. An uneasy feeling bit him then, an odd stirring in his gut.
“Do you believe in premonitions?” he asked.
“When I’m hunting,” Ramses said. “Why, do you think the war will turn out badly?”
Gilgamesh tested his stomach. Had he eaten something disagreeable?
“Perhaps you’re turning into an oracle,” Ramses said. “Semiramis claims to be one. She sits in the temple and sprinkles a strange weed into a brazier. She breathes the smoke and goes into a trance. Then she gives oracles of the future, many of which have turned out correct.”
Gilgamesh nodded toward the smudge on the horizon, the walls of Erech. “Let’s hurry.” He broke into a jog, seemingly preoccupied.
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As they neared the city, Minos strode toward them.
“Why is he in Erech?” Ramses asked.
Gilgamesh had no idea, and his uneasiness grew.
Minos wore a rich, blue robe and a crown of garlands. He smiled, and he carried a jug. He strolled from the gate, which faced the plain and was opposite the river. It had no wall, simply wharves that jutted into the Euphrates.
The last time the dhow had come with Minos and the Singers, Nimrod had been with them. The king had been festive and had taken Gilgamesh downstream to taste of the delight of his Singers. Opis had complained afterward. Gilgamesh had vowed never to join the Singers again. He didn’t want to see that look of pain cross Opis’s eyes, that he had betrayed her with Semiramis’s Singers.
“She wishes to corrupt you,” Opis had told him afterward. “She’s a wicked woman.”
The brother wasn’t much better, Gilgamesh knew.
As he approached, Minos smiled, with his long robe trailing in the dirt. “Hail, Gilgamesh,” he shouted, raising his right hand.
“Hail, Minos, brother of the queen.”
Minos nodded, with his smile wide. “She sends you greetings and worries about you.”
Gilgamesh and Ramses drew nearer.
“I don’t see anyone else,” whispered Ramses.
“What?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Look through the gate. No one is about.”
“Where’s Enlil?” Gilgamesh asked.
Minos laughed as he lifted the jug. “Here, drink.” He tossed the jug.
Gilgamesh caught and uncorked it, sniffing. Palm wine, strong and potent. He corked the leathery jug and handed it to Ramses.
“No thanks,” Ramses said, as he patted his paunch.
Gilgamesh tossed the jug back.
“Aren’t you thirsty?” Minos asked.
“Where’s Enlil?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Drinking with his friends,” Minos said.
“You came by ship?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Of course.”
“And the king,” Gilgamesh said. “Did he come?”
Minos shook his head.
“Who captains the ship?”
“I almost forgot,” Minos said, as he set down the jug. He drew a square piece of clay from a pouch, handing it to Gilgamesh. “Notice the seal.” Gilgamesh saw the picture of a man shooting a dragon. It was Nimrod’s seal. Within the thin clay envelope would be a baked clay tablet. He’d have to break the envelope to open it.
Gilgamesh handed it to Ramses.
“It’s addressed to you,” Minos said.
Gilgamesh nodded.
“Aren’t you going to open it?” Minos asked.
“First I want to know who captained the ship.”
“Ah,” Minos said, and it seemed as if his smile lost a bit of its shine. He retrieved his jug, pulling the cork, taking a swig, wiping his mouth and corking the jug. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like some? This is an excellent vintage.”
Gilgamesh patted the water skin at his side. “Why don’t I see any people in the streets?”
Minos turned, looking back through the gate. He gazed up at the sun. “It’s a hot day. I suppose there is the reason.”
“Listen,” Ramses said.
Gilgamesh cocked his head. He heard drunken men singing from within the city.
“It looks as if you had good luck hunting,” Minos said, indicating the gazelle.
Gilgamesh shrugged.
“Work on the Tower goes well,” Minos said, in a conversational tone. “They’re almost finished with the fifth level. But I imagine that Ramses already told you that.”
“No,” Gilgamesh said. “He’s too worried about the coming war.”
“Yes,” Minos said. “It’s sad. But the others have become unpredictable. For the good of all they must be freed from the old ways and brought into harmony with the rest of mankind.”
“That isn’t the reason he’s going to war,” Ramses said.
Gilgamesh shook his head at Ramses, and now it was his turn to smile at Minos. With the razor-sharp tip of his lance, he touched the front of Minos’s garland. “Who captains the ship, my friend?”
Minos laughed, stepping back.
Following him, Gilgamesh let the tip drop, and he touched Minos’ cheek. “I’m weary of word games. What are you hiding?”
“Nothing,” Minos said. “I came to deliver Nimrod’s message.”
“Tell me what it is.”
“He said to let you read it.”
“Fair enough,” Gilgamesh said. “Now I want to know—”
A bell clanged. It seemed to come from the other end of town, from the wharf perhaps.
“There’s my signal,” Minos said, as he backed away.
“Signal for what?” Gilgamesh said.
“It was a quick trip,” Minos explained.
“You’re not leaving already?” Ramses asked, surprised.
“I’m afraid so,” Minos said. “The king wants everyone at home, you see. War comes. We must be ready for anything.”
“Who…” Gilgamesh said.
But Minos hiked up his robe like a woman, exposing bare legs, and he turned and ran through the city gate.
Gilgamesh glanced at Ramses.
“What strange behavior,” Ramses said. “He didn’t seem drunk.”
Gilgamesh dropped his gazelle and jogged after Minos.
“What do you think is wrong?” Ramses said, running after him.
“It’s that premonition,” Gilgamesh said. “Something feels wrong.”
“You’re no priest,” chided Ramses. “No oracle.”
“Gilgamesh!” Enlil shouted. He and two others had been leaning against a smithy. Well, two of those three lay slumped against the smithy. They must have been drinking for quite some time to be that far-gone. Enlil staggered to them, with a jug in his hands.
“The others left when the bell clanged,” Enlil slurred, “and now I drink alone. That isn’t right. Drink with me!”
Gilgamesh pushed Enlil aside. “Run,” he said to Ramses.
They ran down the empty dirt street. A flash of blue showed Minos darting around a home and toward the wharf.
Gilgamesh left a panting Ramses behind. He saw Minos pound down the wooden wharf and leap aboard the ship, which had straining Mighty Men pushing poles from shore.
“Ahoy the ship!” shouted Gilgamesh.
He saw Obed and Zimri, close friends of Uruk. He saw Thebes, another friend of Uruk. Finally, he saw the biggest Mighty Man of all, the new War Chief.
“Uruk!” shouted Gilgamesh.
The big man turned sharply. He stood on the stern deck, the only deck on ship. He held the tiller in his big hands. Uruk grinned meanly. “I delivered the message. Now the king needs me back at Babel.”
A wind caught the triangular sail, sending the ship faster from Erech’s wharf.
Gilgamesh stopped on the wooden planks. He frowned, not understanding any of this. Ramses halted beside him, panting, out of breath.
“Why are they hurrying?” Ramses asked.
Gilgamesh shook his head. A shout caused him to turn. His Mighty Men, Enlil and two others, bleary-eyed, staggered toward them while waving jugs. They hollered to the men aboard ship.
“We just got started drinking!” roared Enlil. “Come back!”
A dreadful feeling came upon Gilgamesh. He shaded his eyes and looked at Uruk. The big man smiled. He seemed…
“Where’s my sister?” Ramses said, glancing about. “Opis should be here.”
Gilgamesh made a strangled sound, turned and sprinted to the palace, the two-story house beside the equally high city temple.
Gilgamesh burst through the front door. “Opis!”
Silence.
He ran into the house, shouting his wife’s name. Despite the heat outside, it was cool within. He hardly noticed. Furniture was sparse, as in most homes. They had low tables, cane-backed armchairs, mats and stools.
He found Opis in the bedroom. She sat on the bed. It was low-built with a frame of wood. His wife sat staring, seeming unaware of his shouts.
“Opis,” Gilgamesh said, moving closer.
She didn’t seem to hear him.
Puzzled, with the bad feeling worse than ever, Gilgamesh noticed that the room seemed…
A vase was overturned and had cracked. The nightstand lay on its side. The bed sheets…
“Opis, speak to me,” he said, kneeling on the bed beside her.
Her head whipped up. She stared at him, wild-eyed.
“Opis?” he whispered.
She had draped a gown over herself, but in turning, it fell from her shoulder. A blue bruise, like a handprint, marred her shoulder.
“Opis, what happened?”
Tears dripped from her eyes, and she moaned.
Gilgamesh touched her.
She shrieked, flying back from him. “No! Don’t touch me!”
“Opis,” he said, bewildered.
She backed into the corner, shivering, moaning, no longer willing to look at him.
A sick feeling filled him. “Did, did Uruk—”
Hatred welled in her eyes as her head snapped up.
Then it became clear to Gilgamesh why Minos had held him up at the gate. Why the bell had clanged and all the friends of Uruk had gone running to the ship. It made sick sense now why Enlil and the other two Mighty Men had been given drink, and why no people where on the streets—they had been scared off.
Uruk had raped his wife.
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Semiramis strolled down a narrow corridor. She wore a scarlet gown and a crown of fish-eyes. Behind her trailed a Singer with a smoking torch and another with an ostrich feather fan.
She moved to a curtain and peered into the throne room. It was crowded, stank of sweaty men and jingled with the sounds of armor. They loved to pose. The rugged warriors who often mocked women strutted in front of each other like a roomful of fighting cocks. They jested, quaffed wine and toasted her husband on the throne. She spied Minos in his blue robe, carrying a harp. He seemed uncomfortable, although probably only to her eye. Minos strummed, humming tunes, nodding whenever a warrior shouted to him.
When Minos looked her way, she waved so he grinned. He began to weave his way through the preening crowd. Finally, he glanced over his shoulder and then slipped past the curtain into the corridor beside her.
She motioned the Singers to move back before whispering, “Did he do it?”
“Now that was a chore,” Minos said. “Sailing the Euphrates with the Mighty Men is nothing like being with the Singers. They’re gruff, high-strung oafs who raise their fists at the slightest perceived insult.”
“I not interested in listening to you whine.”
Minos studied her until he frowned. “Your eyes are glazed from black lotus. You’re stilling using it?”
She ignored the question. “Tell me. Did the new War Chief achieve his dream?” She meant Uruk.
Minos plucked a string.
She dragged him deeper into the hall. “Don’t play the clown with me, little brother.”
He laughed. “Poor Semiramis, trapped amid riches and yet powerless.”
“I have power enough to wring your neck.”
“No doubt, no doubt. But then you would be alone among these muscle bound boors. Where would you gain your diversion?”
“Perhaps I’d fashion a troupe similar to the Singers, composed of handsome young men.”
“Nimrod would allow this?”
“Is it fair that he frolics with the Singers and has nothing left for his wife?”
“Semiramis, that’s drool.”
She gripped his shoulder. “Did Uruk do it?”
Minos nodded.
“In her own house?” Semiramis asked.
“On her own bed. He claimed to be brutal. And of that I have no doubt.”
“He didn’t suspect your motives?”
Minos laughed. “The War Chief?”
“Don’t underestimate his cunning.”
“Yes, Uruk has low animal craft.”
“And strength and murder-lust to see him through,” Semiramis said.
Minos shrugged.
“Oh, you are a fool,” she said. “You think you’re clever. You laugh at them, even though any Mighty Man could smash your skull. It’s the fact you’re my brother that you’re still alive. You’d do well to remember that.”
“Of course.”
“Don’t you dare laugh at me.”
He strummed his harp as he put on a doleful face.
It was her turn to laugh. “There’s no cure for you, little brother. Now tell me, did he suspect your prodding?”
“No. A word here, a raised eyebrow and Uruk soon thought it was his idea.”
She frowned.
“You should be delighted,” Minos said. “This was what you wanted.”
“I am. Opis won Gilgamesh’s heart, but I can still make her life miserable.” Semiramis took her brother by the arm. “Let us go somewhere else to celebrate alone. It will be a boring evening if you stay with them. A feast is to be held and a discussion among the Mighty Men concerning war.”
“It has been decided upon then?”
“Long ago,” Semiramis said, “but Nimrod still has to go through the rituals.”
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It was late at night on the upland plain of Nineveh. The moon had set and the stars twinkled. Bats returned to their lairs and wolves, gorged on game taken that evening, slunk to their dens and lay down to await the dawn.
A door creaked. The sound ceased. A shadow, a blot of darkness that had moved, now stopped. The head of the shadow bent forward. The door inched open, the creaks loud and poignant in the gloom. The shadow stepped into the log cabin and closed the door until the latch clicked.
Using all the skills learned over the years, Hilda crept to her bedroom. Her mind boiled. Odin had begged once again for her to be his wife and escape with him to the Far North. How she yearned to say yes and flee this doomed place. She almost agreed. She worried about her father, though. How he would react to her departure?
She stopped and listened. It seemed—she froze. Someone was in the room, someone awake.
No, no, she told herself. Her father slept in his room. Why would he be up this late at night? She waited. The feeling grew. She held her breath and listened harder.
She could have sworn a moment ago that she had heard someone breathe. Oh, how she wanted to stop this subterfuge and call out. But what if her father sat up and waited, and what if even now he watched her in the darkness? He wouldn’t be able to see her, of course. But if he sat up, holding his breath, also wanting to call out— Her stomach whirled. She loved Odin. She wanted to marry him. But she didn’t know if she could leave her father all alone, after all the terrible things that had happened to him. She hated it when he looked at her in the morning, so sad, so…
She took a step. The floorboard creaked. Gradually, creak by creak she moved to her room, opened the door and slipped within, shutting her bedroom door behind her.
In the darkness of the main room, in the corner, Beor let out his breath. He vowed that, come what may, he would slay this imposter Odin who tried to steal his daughter from him.
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Ham rubbed his eyes. His arms ached and his fingers had grown stiff from hours of slinging and archery. Hay-backed targets stood thirty paces away. Splotches had appeared in his vision so he could no longer make them out.
“Let me help you,” a lad said, the one who had been fetching arrows for others.
Led by the hand, Ham soon sat on a bale.
“Food has always helped before,” the lad said.
Ham accepted bread, mechanically tearing it, stuffing the pieces into his mouth. He swilled cold mountain water, wishing it were ale.
“Should I find Odin before he sneaks off to Hilda?”
“Does everyone know about it?” Ham asked.
“Everyone but Beor,” the lad said. “Well, none of his band knows, either. People want to see her married and are secretly praying for Odin’s success.”
“Ah, that’s better,” Ham said. He could see again. He tousled the lad’s hair. With a grunt, he rose and picked up his bow.
Snowcapped hills stood to the north, mere blurs for him, although he could make out the palisade-ringed hill to his right. The palisade wasn’t a town in the Akkad or Babel sense, just Assur’s first line of defense. Rocks and boulders littered the undulating terrain, stands of pines here and there and a stream that had detached from the Tigris. It meandered until it reentered the main river several leagues from here.
To the north and west of the hill fort, lived the majority of Shem’s clans and a few of Japheth’s. Some Shemites had migrated to Babel along with many Japhethites, and now Japheth himself had gone. The numbers were three to one in Nimrod’s favor. Worse, except for Beor and his band, there was nothing like Nimrod’s Mighty Men. Few here owned bronze armor, although many had fashioned leather coverings and practiced with the bow or spear.
“Patriarch,” the lad said. “Here comes Assur and Shem.”
In the process of tying on a leather bracer, Ham glanced at the blurry hill-fort. Of course, he saw nothing. “Where are they?”
“Halfway down the hill.”
“Walking?”
“Riding donkeys.”
First rubbing his eyes, Ham squinted at the targets. The bracer on his left forearm protected the flesh from the slashing string of the bow. Whenever he released, the string scraped the wrist, and after continued shooting, the bowstring would cut and made his skin bleed without the protection. He tested various bows.
Most of those owed by the Shemites were short bows, usually drawn to the chest. Few men had huge, six-foot bows like Beor. Few could have drawn the string of Beor’s bow to their cheek. The usual tactic with the short bow was to sneak up close and shoot from hiding. Long distance shooting demanded a bow like Beor’s. Close-set ambush tactics, Ham felt, wouldn’t work against Nimrod. So he looked for the right combination of bow that shot far but didn’t need a truly strong man. It seemed for what he envisioned that slings were better. The only problem was that slings took years of practice to use well.
Ham plucked an arrow out of the ground and notched it. His shoulders ached and his fingers stiffened. “Steady, old man,” he whispered. The arrow hissed and the heavy smack told him he’d hit the bale.
“It’s in the circle,” the youth shouted.
Ham grinned, but the hint of a splotch in his eyes and a twinge in his shoulder convinced him he had pushed himself to the limit. He unstrung the bow and told the lad to gather arrows. Then he ambled to his bale, awaiting his brother and nephew.
Assur was tall, lean and had a curly black beard almost down to his waist. He had wise eyes and a broad forehead. He judged disputes between his siblings with a wisdom that had earned him the title: the Just. Shem, riding a donkey, looked much as he had when they built the Ark. Shem savored his words as always, prayed every morning at the family altar and chose a different cabin each day to visit. The great-grandchildren loved to crawl over him as he told them Jehovah-centered stories.
“Good afternoon, Uncle,” Assur called.
Ham waved.
The Shemites hobbled their mounts and strolled to him, Assur in his disjointed stride and Shem in his leisurely pace.
“How goes the target practice, Uncle?”
“In truth,” Ham said, “my eyesight could be better. I’m debating having Odin fashion me a spear and begging Beor for a suit of armor.”
“You never change,” Shem said. “I remember how you practiced diligently before facing Ymir. Do you remember that night?”
“This time we don’t face giants. Just men like us.”
“Where’s Odin?” Assur asked.
“I want to talk to you about something,” Ham said. “It occurred to me while I practiced and it concerns the coming battle.”
“Maybe Nimrod won’t come,” Shem said.
“You’re the one who prophesied it,” Ham said. “Have you lost faith in what you saw?”
“I meant he might not come this year.”
“That’s right,” Assur said. “I still don’t understand your certainty about this year, Uncle. Wouldn’t Jehovah have given us the prophecy with enough time to get ready? Just like He warned Noah about the Flood in time to build the Ark?”
“Maybe Jehovah means for you to take advantage of Odin’s idea,” Ham said. “The Earth is vast and devoid of people. Why not gather our clans and march far from here?”
“We’ll do well enough in a fight,” Assur said.
“You don’t train together,” Ham said. “You don’t armor yourselves and you lack a real chariot arm.”
“Perhaps,” Assur said. “But Shem seeks the mind of Jehovah. There lies our true strength, a foil to Nimrod’s deceptions.”
Ham bit his lip. He didn’t like arguing spirituality. But today— “I’ve wondered about that, too.”
“Oh?”
“Jehovah said to spread out, to fill the Earth,” Ham said. “So what have you done? Why, come in clans and clan groupings to the plain of Nineveh. That’s practically as disobedient as my children. You know what Jehovah wants and yet you don’t do it. Why then do you think Jehovah will protect you?”
“I disagree that we’ve been like Nimrod,” Assur said. “If people now did as Jehovah commanded, each family or clan would be at Nimrod’s mercy. We settled the plain of Nineveh as a counterweight to Babel.”
“Weren’t you listening?” Ham asked. “The world is vast. Trek far enough away and Nimrod won’t ever find you. Your argument is that since King Nimrod and his people have disobeyed, you’re forced to disobey for your own protection.”
“Assur knows how I feel about his thinking,” Shem said. “It’s sheer sophistry.”
Assur’s shoulders tightened.
“Why do you think you’ll win?” Ham asked.
“We’ll be fighting for our homes,” Assur said, “like bears in a cave. It will make us ferocious.”
Odin walked up and sat on a nearby bale.
“Nimrod outnumbers you.” Ham said. “And he has more trained fighters. Who can face the Mighty Men? Surely not Beor’s handful or your mob.”
“The Mighty Men are just like us,” Assur said. “They’re prey to the same fears.”
“That’s why Nimrod has trained them these long years,” Ham said, “why these seek dangerous beasts.”
“We’ve hunted the same beasts,” Assur said.
“Your people have driven off the occasional wolf or stray lion. That’s another thing entirely from remorselessly hunting them day after day, challenging them in order to build your courage. Why do you acclaim Beor such a valiant warrior? Because he sought out and slew a great sloth in single combat. Who else has done that?”
Assur frowned.
“Farmers and shepherds cannot face warriors in the open,” Ham said.
“So we should hide behind walls?” Assur asked. “Or forge more armor suits?”
“What you need is something else entirely.”
“Brimstone balls?” Assur asked.
“Let him finish,” Shem said.
Assur dipped his head. “I’m sorry, Uncle Ham.”
Ham waved aside the apology. “I’ve thought about this a long time, and it may already be too late. But you need a new mode of war that counters Nimrod’s plan. I’m devising a method of long-distance battle, to harry them and to make life miserable on the march. I propose that a band diligently search for horses. Once we train them, you must construct new style chariots to my specification.”
“Chariots like Kedorlaomer once had?” Shem asked.
“Exactly,” Ham said. “And new archery and slinger tactics.”
Assur threw up his hands. “Why not ask for the moon? If Nimrod marches soon, as you keep predicting, we don’t have time for that.”
“So send an emissary to Babel and ask for terms,” Ham said. “Beg if you have to and let them send out governors. Meanwhile, you send out searchers, train in these new ways and once you’re ready, throw off Nimrod’s yoke.”
“You’re full of trickery,” Shem said.
Assur began to pace. “Nimrod may or may not march this year. If he does, we’ll fight harder than he expects, harder than you believe. Beor and his band will practice their harrying tactics while the hill-fort will act as a breakwater against which they must either storm or siege. Then our massed might shall fall upon them in surprise.”
“What if they bring the onager and use brimstone?” Odin asked. “Your hill fort’s walls are made of wood.”
“What if Beor drives one of his three foot shafts through Nimrod’s chest?” Assur asked.
Odin nodded sagely. “Kill Nimrod and you win. That’s the best strategy.”
Assur turned to his father. “It’s time we headed for Uz’s settlement. I want to inspect their arrow supply.”
Shem and Assur said their goodbyes and soon mounted the donkeys.
“How did it go with Hilda?” Ham asked.
Odin brooded. “Do you really think there are horses somewhere?”
“Of course.”
“Why doesn’t Nimrod search for them?”
“Searching for horses would send out wandering teams everywhere. It might give his Mighty Men the wrong idea.”
“I didn’t see any horses in the Far North.”
“So we know where not to look.” Ham shrugged. “It’s just an idea. Anything to give us hope of victory.”
“That hope died when Japheth and Gomer migrated to Babel.”
Ham rolled his shoulder, testing his sore muscles. “Do you think you can fashion me a spear like Gungnir?”
Odin shook his head. “Stick to what you know this summer. If Nimrod still hasn’t shown by fall, I’ll think about it.”
Ham stretched, and that made his eyes splotch again. He hoped he wasn’t going blind. That was all he needed.
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Summer passed, and in Shinar and on the plain of Nineveh, men and women harvested the crops. Then Nimrod summoned his warriors.
On donkey back came Gilgamesh, Enlil and Erech’s two other champions. Opis also came. She rode on donkey back, wrapped in a white cloak and an impenetrable reserve. The peak of her beauty had vanished, and there was a haunted cast to her eyes. Already a slight woman, she had grown thinner, gaunter. She no longer smiled, although at times, a kitten or a puppy wagging its tail brought a faint upturn of her lips. Whenever she looked at Gilgamesh, and he wasn’t watching, a longing came over her. She yearned to hold him, to have him know her as of old. But whenever he touched her, her skin crawled. It was an involuntary reaction.
“Not yet,” she would whisper.
Now he no longer tried. It made her ache and her heart wilt.
A day’s journey from Babel, as he slept on a mat beside her, she rolled over and gazed at him in the moonlight. She reached out, willing herself to touch his handsome face. She fought herself, moving her hand closer, closer.
His eyes opened. He had an almost preternatural sense of danger.
“I hear something,” she whispered, as she drew her hand back.
He looked into her eyes, and then he rose, picking up his lance, striding into the darkness. When he lay back down later, she pretended to be asleep, even as she damned herself for being a coward.
Later, in another week, she told herself, she would be better, and she truly believed her lie.
The next day, the city rose before them. It was so much bigger than Erech. The Tower, with the fifth level completed, dominated the skyline. Babel seemed to seethe with people.
Gilgamesh took her to Menes’s two-story house. He spoke pleasantries with her grandfather and then asked if Opis could remain here during the campaign. A pause before the “of course” and “we’d be delighted to have her” made Opis squirm. In a few more minutes, Gilgamesh rose, saying he had to report to the palace. Opis felt as if he wanted to flee her presence, as if he couldn’t wait to get away.
Because the others watched, she endured his kiss. His smile was pained. Then he turned and marched away, Enlil forced to jog to keep up with him. 
“He’ll be back before you know it,” her grandmother said, placing a hand on her shoulder.
Opis flinched. Then she smiled apologetically. “You startled me.”
Her grandmother patted her shoulder, a slight frown on her face.
Opis caught a last glimpse of Gilgamesh, with the swirl of his military cloak and his loping stride. A terrible feeling of doom filled her, and she wondered if Gilgamesh would ever return to her.
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Uruk stood in the throne room as Gilgamesh entered. Heat flushed across Gilgamesh’s face. His knife-hand twitched and there was a roaring sound in his ears. All his secret plans vanished as a snarl of rage came from deep within his throat.
Only when powerful hands grasped his arms did Gilgamesh regain his senses.
Nimrod stood before his throne, with his face flushed and rage in his eyes.
Gilgamesh blinked repeatedly, trying to work out what had happened. He saw that he held a knife. He let go with surprise. The clatter of bronze on tiles was loud in the silent room.
Mighty Men looked upon him in wonder. Uruk was pale.
Thebes held one of Gilgamesh’s arms. Enlil held the other.
“Well?” Nimrod asked.
Gilgamesh licked his lips. He happened to glance at Uruk, at the great ape in armor. A roar erupted from Gilgamesh’s throat and he struggled to free himself. At Nimrod’s command, Mighty Men dragged him from the room.
He panted in the antechamber.
A moment later Nimrod walked in. “Leave,” he told the others.
The warriors scattered.
The king approached as he held his baton. “Old friend, what is the meaning of this?”
Gilgamesh fought for self-control. He gave Nimrod a shaky smile. “Your Majesty—”
“No,” Nimrod said, as he swept the air with his baton. “I want no formality from you, Ghost Stalker. I want to know why you have murderous rage against my War Chief.”
Gilgamesh struggled with himself. He’d made an oath to Opis never to reveal what had happened. He also understood that if he told Nimrod about the oath, that the king might choose between Uruk and him.
“Mighty Hunter,” Gilgamesh said, “this is a private matter between Uruk and me.”
“The instant you step into my presence, you whip out your dagger and charge my War Chief. I understand the two of you don’t get along. Why, the two of you have feuded from the beginning. And that entire sordid episode over the girl…” Nimrod studied him. “What happened when Uruk came to Erech?”
Gilgamesh bowed stiffly. “Your Majesty, I beg forgiveness for my actions. I-I didn’t plan this.”
“I know you didn’t. You’ve always been the one under control. But when you set eyes on Uruk…” With the baton, Nimrod scratched his cheek, and he began to pace.
Gilgamesh swallowed painfully. He was still surprised at himself.
“I had hoped to hear your proposals, to listen to your counsel versus the others. I miss you, my friend. Believe me, I understand this feud. It was a difficult decision sending you to Erech.” Nimrod frowned. “Being king is harder than I thought. Everyone vies for my attention, wishing to sway me to his way of thinking. Soon men—and women, too—stop telling me the truth. Then I have to shift through every word in order to discover the truth. Now I find that the one man I trust, whom I’d believed could still honestly tell me what he thought, now he too has left me. Ah, Gilgamesh, it is a lonely thing to be king.”
“Nimrod,” Gilgamesh said, taking one of the king’s broad hands. “I would tell you on the instant what makes my gut boil, but I have made an oath to another, an oath that I dare not break.”
Nimrod studied him. Finally, he withdrew his hand. “It doesn’t take a Mighty Man to understand what could cause such a quarrel between you and the War Chief. I will not ask you to join the meeting tonight.”
“Please, don’t send me home.”
“You’re too important for that. Your mind is keen, your judgments swift and sound.” A smile crept onto the king’s face. “Perhaps there is another task for you. I need a herald to sound out our foes, to judge their reactions and to be courageous enough to give them my words. Are you willing to do this?”
“I am yours to command, Sire.”
Nimrod’s grin turned crafty. “Before Ymir attacked anyone, it was the Nephilim’s policy to send a herald to his foes. I have tried to understand the reason. I now believe that it was unnerving to his enemies, and I think the herald spied out their defenses and resolve. You’re the perfect choice. I want you with me on the day of battle. But I cannot have you in camp with the War Chief, or not in camp for very long. You and Uruk have become like two vicious hounds that hate one another, yet both are needed to take down a terrible lion.”
“Is this war truly necessary?”
The grin left Nimrod, and his manner changed. “The decision grieves me. It is why I wish to hold a council with all my Mighty Men. The former elders will come and Lord Japheth.” Nimrod put a hand on Gilgamesh’s shoulder. “Your question strikes close to my heart, old friend.”
Gilgamesh nodded. Nimrod had already decided on war, and as king, he now played a part. For just a moment, Nimrod had let down his guard. Now the moment had passed. How lonely indeed it must be to be king. Gilgamesh pitied his old friend, and he determined to speak honestly to Nimrod, even if he was the last man to do so.
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In armor, an ermine cape and with his helmet in the crook of his arm, Gilgamesh ducked and entered a large tent as raindrops drizzled against the oiled leather. Sitting on mats waited clan elders, Shem, Ham and massive Beor scowling as he stood in back. Two youths wearing wolf caps entered behind Gilgamesh, his guards.
One of the wolf-capped guards said, “This is Gilgamesh, the governor of—”
“We know very well who he is,” Ham said.
The youth with the wolf cap blushed.
“You may go,” Shem told them.
The two youths hurried out the tent.
“Won’t you sit, Gilgamesh,” Shem said.
“Thank you,” Gilgamesh said, spotting the mat reserved for him. Despite his uneasiness, he unpinned his cloak, with water droplets falling from it. He hooked it to a nearby stand, placing his helmet at the foot of the stand.
“You look very martial,” Shem said. “You look indeed like the herald of Babel.”
As Gilgamesh sat, he noted faces. Beor looked hostile. Not that he blamed the big man, but Beor’s presence made him uneasy. Many of the sons of Shem seemed to hold their judgment about him. What Ham and Shem thought, he couldn’t tell.
“I journeyed here to bring you the king’s words.”
“Just get on with it,” growled Beor. “Give us Nimrod’s lies.”
Gilgamesh’s mouth turned dry. For a brief moment, he wondered if Nimrod hoped to solve his problem with Uruk and him by having the enemies of Babel slay him.
“Before I relay the message, I want you to realize that these aren’t my words,” Gilgamesh said. “Some of them, perhaps, might seem…well, I don’t want to get into what the words might seem like to you. I represent the King of Babel, but I am not the king.”
“Do you claim then the Antediluvian sanctity of herald?” Ham asked.
“Exactly,” Gilgamesh said.
“Shall we grant him that immunity, brother?”
“Of course,” Shem said.
Ham nodded to Gilgamesh. “You may rest easily among us, Herald.”
“Thank you.”
“It took courage to come alone,” Ham said. “The least we can do is respect it.”
“You are kind,” Gilgamesh said.
“I’m afraid,” Shem said, “that what you have to tell us won’t be so kind.”
“They’re not my words,” Gilgamesh said.
“Yes, yes, we know,” Beor said, from the back, still standing. “These are Nimrod’s words. Please spout them, so we can end this farce.”
Ham turned toward the back. “Don’t you think it was brave of Gilgamesh to come alone among us?”
Beor scowled. Then he seemed to consider. After a moment, he said, “Yes. It was brave.”
“Then give him the honor due a brave man.”
Beor nodded stiffly. “I ask your pardon, Gilgamesh.”
“I freely give it,” Gilgamesh said. “And I want you to know that I hold no ill will against you for the time you held me prisoner.”
Beor grunted.
“This is all very seemly,” Assur said. “But perhaps we could get to the matter of this meeting.”
Gilgamesh sat straighter. Nimrod had coached him on the message, and he had insisted that Gilgamesh uphold the majesty of the King of Babel. First clearing his throat, Gilgamesh began to speak.
“These are King Nimrod’s words: ‘I ask for tokens of your good will, men of Nineveh. Send us Ham and Rahab and Shem and Ruth, and bind Beor with stout cords. Then you must send his daughter Hilda to Babel. I wish as well that Odin, a traitor to the Mighty Men, be strongly bound and sent to me. In return, I, Nimrod the First of Babel, Erech, Akkad and Calneh, will give you political unity and delivery from want. Mankind, as you know, faces many dangers. Drought and famine are a constant worry. Wolves, lions, leopards and the dreaded dragon prey upon humanity. In uncounted numbers, these beasts roam where they will. Pestilence and disease threaten the weary, and fear in its many guises only heightens these dangers. Together, however, in an empire spreading across the Earth, we may act in one accord and bring relief to each other. Warriors of note even now journey to you and will help you exterminate these terrible monsters. With the warriors are wagons full of food and drink and precious gems and rare perfumes. I bring the bounty of Babel to all that embrace mankind’s empire. And I bring the sword and the spear to those whose evil and treachery plot disunity, disharmony and therefore destruction upon the embryonic civilization built upon the sweat and labor of those who so recently escaped the awful doom of Jehovah. Some of you will come to Babel to help finish the Tower unto Heaven; some will stay on the plain of Nineveh to help build glorious cities with protective walls of stone. I, King Nimrod the First, march to you and hope to find a peaceful and loving embrace. Yet in my hand, I also hold the sword. Choose wisely, sons of Shem and those of Japheth, and a long and fruitful life will be yours.”
“Tell him we’ll fight!” Assur said, leaping to his feet.
“Is that wise?” asked his brother, Arphaxad.
“I wonder that too,” Elam said, another brother. “According to his herald, Nimrod only wants to help us build cities. And is there not strength in unity?”
“What are you saying?” cried Assur. “Nimrod doesn’t worship Jehovah, but Bel and other demons. If we follow him, he’ll lead us into idolatry.”
“Maybe those claims are exaggerated,” Elam said.
“I assure you they’re not,” Ham said.
“But that makes no sense,” said Elam. “I’ve visited Babel. It was magnificent, and the Tower they constructed awes the imagination. If Nimrod led them in demon worship, I don’t believe Jehovah would reward such treachery. Surely, plague, and death by beasts, would have winnowed them to a frightened mass. Instead, confidence and plenty and healthy sons and daughters are their lot. We must consider this offer carefully.”
“Who here dares to bind me?” asked Beor.
“No one,” Assur said. “We will fight.”
“And start a war?” asked Elam.
“They’re the one invading us,” Assur said.
“That isn’t what Gilgamesh says.”
“Nimrod is full of smooth words,” Ham said. “Never doubt that those who come from Babel march as conquerors.”
“What do you think, Father?” asked Elam.
Shem regarded his sons and he glanced at Gilgamesh. “We must fight.”
“Yes,” Assur said, sounding relieved. “Tell Nimrod he will face our full might.”
Gilgamesh stood and bowed. “Is that what I should say?”
“Do not seek our disunity,” Shem said. “Otherwise, you might lose the rank of herald and be called a spy.”
“May I ask a question?” Gilgamesh asked.
Shem made a smooth gesture.
“What does Noah say to all this?”
No one answered.
“May I speak with Noah?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Not today,” Ham said.
“May I ask why not?” Gilgamesh said. Above all else, Nimrod wanted to discern if Noah helped them.
“No, you may not ask Noah why,” said Ham. “He doesn’t feel like speaking today. What you may do is return to Nimrod and give him our decision.”
Gilgamesh pinned on his ermine cape and marched from the tent with his helmet in the crock of his arm. He marched into the drizzle, knowing now that war could no longer be averted.
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Pine trees whispered in the night. A sly foot missed a step and cracked a pinecone.
Odin peeked from behind a mossy rock, spying a silhouette. “Hilda? Is that you?”
A soft sigh told him yes.
He slipped from hiding, embracing her and kissing her sweet lips.
“My father suspects us.”
“Then why isn’t he here?” Odin asked.
“What makes you think he isn’t?”
Odin let go, glancing everywhere but seeing nothing in the darkness.
“Oh, my brave darling,” Hilda said. “Do you think so poorly of my father that you believe he’ll club you from behind?”
“Your father hates me.”
“No, my darling,” Hilda said, while stroking his cheek. “He can’t stand the thought of losing me. I’m all he has.”
“What about his hatred for Nimrod? Isn’t that his true possession?”
“I’m the counterweight to it. It’s the reason I can’t marry you.”
Odin clutched her fingers, holding them against his chest. “Listen to me, Hilda. The Shemites can’t stand against Nimrod. You know that, I suspect so does your father.”
“What if my father kills Nimrod?”
Odin smiled sickly. “That’s not so easy, my love. He’s the Mighty Hunter for a reason.”
“He’s still human, still killable.”
“Yes, but—”
She freed her fingers, holding his face and kissing him. “Poor Odin,” she murmured. “Life is unfair and cruel. I want to marry you. I want to do as you ask.”
“Hilda!” he said, crushing her to him. “Run away with me.”
“Flee from Nimrod?”
“Yes! Let us run far and fast, to the Far North where no one will ever find us.”
“What would we do there?”
“Build a tribe as Adam and Eve once did. Train our children in the way they should go.”
“It has never worked before. Why would it for us?”
“If we stay,” Odin said, “Nimrod will slay me and rape you, keeping you as his whore. You can’t want that.”
“He’ll find that he’s taken a viper to his bosom.”
“Bold boasts, my love. Perhaps he’ll impale your father before you. No. Flee while there’s time.”
“I thought you were brave,” Hilda said. “Now I find that you’re a coward.”
“Those are cruel words, unworthy of you. I’ll fight as hard as any man.”
“Only because you’re doomed, it seems.”
“Run away with me, dearest. I beg you.”
Hilda pulled away, her head bent in thought. “I want to do what you ask, but I cannot desert my father.”
“He deserted you for his hatred. You don’t owe him anything.”
“I’m sorry, Odin. I can’t do it.”
He clutched her arm. “Why should I let the Mighty Hunter have you? What if I dragged you away?”
“Then you would be just like Nimrod.”
Her words cut, and Odin let go despite his resolve, despite what he’d told Ham this evening. Though it tore his heart, he said, “Very well. I release you.”
She smiled sadly, touching his face. “Maybe my father will kill him. We can always hope. We still have that.”
Odin nodded, but defeat gnawed at his heart and left him speechless.
“I must go,” she said. “My father suspects.”
Odin let her go, and he sat in the dark.
Thirty paces away in the moonlight, Beor eased the tension from his six-foot bow. Thoughtful, and as silent as he’d come, the big man withdrew from the forest.
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Beor’s Scouts spotted Nimrod’s host as it marched onto the Tigris uplands. The Babelites had twenty chariots, half as many wagons, maybe two hundred men all told.
“So few?” Assur asked. “We can marshal three times that number.”
They stood against a cliff, beside a bonfire. They were a scouting band in a clearing surrounded by pine trees.
“All two hundred of Nimrod’s warriors have armor suits,” cautioned Ham. “How many of ours do?”
“My band does,” Beor said. He wore bronze links and a massive bear cloak.
“They can’t conquer us with two hundred,” argued Assur. “Even armored in bronze they can’t.” He turned to Yorba. “Are you sure you counted right?”
Yorba swore that he had.
“Then we have him,” Assur said. “We must return and summon everyone to the standard. By his arrogance, King Nimrod falls.”
As the others hurried to their donkeys, Beor halted Ham. “Two hundred picked men. These are Nimrod’s elite, sworn no doubt to defend him to the death.”
“Assur doesn’t understand,” Ham said.
“It doesn’t matter. The key to this war is slaying Nimrod. Then the danger passes.” Beor grimaced. “Hilda won’t drive me into battle.”
“What?” Odin asked. He’d stayed with Ham.
“I’ve forbidden it,” Beor said. “So I’m in need of a driver, someone fierce, determined and with supreme skill. Grandfather, will you drive against Nimrod?”
“My eyesight is dim,” Ham said.
“But your skill isn’t and I’ve no doubt of your courage,” Beor said.
“I’d be honored,” Ham said.
Beor turned to Odin. “I’ve seen the skill with which you wield Gungnir. Will you ride with us?”
“I’m not good enough for your daughter,” Odin said, “but I’m good enough to die for you?”
Beor tugged at his black beard. “Perhaps you have cause for what you say. But you haven’t answered the question.”
Odin spat at the ground. “Yes. I’ll die with you.”
“I have no intention of dying,” Beor said. “But I will deal death.”
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Ham shifted in his bronze links, the armor heavy on his shoulders and constricting his movement. A thick leather cap studded with bronze knobs protected his head. Fear tightened his belly and a strange tingling in his arms made it hard for him to feel his fingers.
Their ten chariots waited to attack, the wheels creaking as nervous donkeys eased them back and forth. Beor stood beside him in the cart as he scanned the enemy across the rock-strewn field. Nimrod’s elite stood at the bottom of a gentle grade. The rocks weren’t a great advantage, but it was one nonetheless.
Days of maneuvering for position had led to this confrontation. The hill fort stood a league to the rear of the enemy’s wagon lager. Sunlight glittered off the spear-points of those watching on the fort’s ramparts. Perhaps eighty archers stood behind the wooden walls. They were useless now for the coming battle unless they filed out this moment and sprinted all the way to the site. If they followed Assur’s orders, they wouldn’t do that, although Ham suspected it might be a good idea.
In the wagons were the bulk of King Nimrod’s supplies. The wagons stood in a circle about three hundred paces behind the enemy shield wall.
Nimrod’s Mighty Men waited in perfect array before them. Each warrior wore burnished armor, a heavy helm and gripped a spear with a razor-sharp point. He held a vast figure-eight-shaped shield that protected his entire body. They appeared like a wall, a hedgehog with dangerous spines. Eagle, lion and dragon flags waved and snapped in the breeze. Drummers to the rear pounded out a martial beat. Nimrod in golden armor stood in the front and center of his spearmen, with huge Uruk on one side of him and Gilgamesh on the other. Their twenty chariots were divided into two squads, one on either side of the shield wall. Scythes—curved bronze blades—jutted from the center of each of the enemy’s chariot-wheels.
Facing Nimrod across the field and looking down the gentle grade shuffled Assur’s host of spear and bow-armed men. They moved in a ragged formation, a rectangular shape four times as large as Nimrod’s shield wall. All the men and boys old enough to twirl a sling had gathered from the remaining clans.
Spear-armed fighters stood in front, archers and javelineers to the rear. What a spearman wore and how he armed himself depended on his personal preferences. Most had six-foot spears, a few seven or eight foot. Two men hefted twelve-foot lances. Everyone but the lancers carried a shield, although no one had such huge monstrosities as Nimrod’s men. About half the spearmen wore leather armor of some kind, if only a thickly quilted jacket. Uniformly, they peered fearfully upon the enemy. They had neither flags nor drums to bolster their spirits, no cymbals or flutes. Compared to Nimrod’s men, they seemed like farmers, uncertain, hesitant, as if they weren’t sure what they were doing today in this dangerous place.
To the left of the unwieldy mass stood a thin line of slingers, young boys with a few older brothers. To the right—the place of honor—waited Beor’s chariots, filled with hard-eyed warriors in bronze.
“We have more men,” Ham said. “I still don’t know how we’re going to defeat them.”
“Our side won’t hold against a charge,” Beor said. “Our men are set to flee.”
“Can you blame them?” Odin asked. “Nimrod puts on a great show, shaming our men before the battle even begins.”
The enemy’s drums rumbled, quickening their beat. Flags dipped, and the Mighty Men of the front rank took their spears and beat them against their shields. Step-by-step, they began to move up the field.
Ham’s belly tightened. The enemy—his grandsons and great-grandsons—moved perfectly, while the drumming and spear-banging terrified him. Who could stop Babel’s Mighty Men? Surely not Assur’s host. Those men glanced at one another, wondering what to do, pups facing a bear.
“It’s got to be now!” Ham shouted. “We must act before our side runs away. Hiya!” he shook the reins. Beor barely grabbed the railing in time.
“What are you doing?” roared Beor, as he righted himself.
Ham aimed the chariot into the center of the field. Caught by surprise, the other chariots only now followed in a line, hurrying to catch up. “This is the moment,” Ham shouted at Beor. “We have one chance as you’ve said, and we’ve got to take it now.”
“The donkeys won’t plow into them,” Beor said. “They’ll pull up short if you try to crash them into the shield wall.”
“I know that. Whoa!” Ham sawed on the reins. “Get your bow ready. You’ve got to kill Nimrod before the battle starts.”
“You’re crazy, old man. It’s too soon.” But Beor slipped his bow free and leaped out of the chariot.
The enemy’s drumbeat changed. The shield wall stopped about one hundred and fifty paces away. Flags dipped sideways. With bellows of rage and rams’ horns blowing, both enemy chariot squads charged up the grade at Ham and Beor.
Beor stuck out his good foot, anchoring the end of his six-foot bow.
“Odin!” cried Ham. “Charge the left group. Throw them into confusion and buy us time.”
Red-bearded Odin raised Gungnir and shouted insults at Beor’s charioteers. He pointed his spear at the enemy and yelled, “Charge!” Raggedly, the eight other chariots followed, while Ham fought to keep his donkeys in place.
Beor drew his mighty bow and released. The three-foot shaft arched high and sank with sickening speed, hissing into the dirt before Nimrod’s feet.
“You’re out of range!” cried Ham.
Beor whipped out another arrow, drawing the string past his cheek. “Help me, Lord Jehovah.” Black-bearded Beor squinted, and as the thunder, crashing and rams’ horns of the charioteers sounded, he let go with a twang. In sight of the two hosts, the arrow sped, punching through Uruk’s shield, making the massive War Chief drop to his knees.
Assur’s host gave a great shout.
“Attack!” shouted Assur, waving his spear, striding at the enemy.
“Get back into the chariot,” Ham shouted at Beor. Through the ground, Ham felt the thud of many running feet.
Beor glanced over his shoulder. The mass of Assur’s men ran at them. He drew another arrow. The enemy drums pounded and the shield wall finally moved—at them.
Ham tried to hold the donkeys, but they brayed in terror, their eyes rolling as the two hosts charged one another, Assur’s at a run and Nimrod’s at an unnaturally even pace.
“Get in!” shouted Ham. The donkeys bolted then, Ham thrown back, barely able to stay on. He didn’t have time to glance at Beor or see what happened elsewhere. He fought for control as the donkeys raced to where Odin engaged the enemy charioteers in a swirling contest.
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Another arrow hissed with deadly velocity. Its bronze head glinted. It flew down the gentle slope, seeming to gain speed, faster, faster—aimed directly at Nimrod.
“Look out!” shouted Gilgamesh. With his shoulder, he shoved the Mighty Hunter out of the arrow’s path and then twisted aside. The arrow flashed past Gilgamesh, missing him by a hair’s breadth. Behind him, Zimri screamed.
Nimrod whipped his attention forward again, keeping in step as the drums pounded out the beat. In a crash of armor and shields and with their spears leveled, they marched at the howling mob bearing down on them.
“We’ve got to counter-charge!” shouted Gilgamesh.
“Steady in the ranks!” Nimrod roared.
Across the field, Assur’s host flowed down the grade. Some sprinted, while others hung back. It destroyed the semblance of a solid front and gave them a ragged, gapped, uneven line. It wasn’t a military formation that raced at the shield wall, but it was a cheering, bellowing mob of over three times the shield wall’s numbers.
Dreadful Beor with his awful bow—and the heart of the enemy’s zeal—drew back for another shot. Nimrod clenched his teeth, bracing himself, cursing his cousin who aimed at him. He yearned to flee the hated arrows, but knew that’s what the enemy wanted. His stomach churned. He wanted to howl and smash Beor’s head so brains and gore splattered everywhere.
At least the enemy chariots fled, following Grandfather Ham out of the fight. The first squad hounded them; yelling and screaming foul oaths and jeering at the defeated foes. The second squad bore down on Assur’s slinger flank.
Nimrod flashed his teeth in a death’s grin, for as Assur’s people swept past Beor, they bumped him. The massive oaf staggered and dropped his bow. Nimrod barked laughter. Men buffed Beor off his feet and onto his knee.
“Shield wall advance at double-time!” Nimrod roared.
The drums doubled their noise, and a wild shout, a practiced bellow issued at the same moment from all the Mighty Men. They charged up the grade.
No two hosts of war had ever run full tilt into one another. Before that awful impact occurred, man’s fear weakened his warlike resolve. He slowed his sprint as he viewed the spear points aimed at his chest. The enemy seemed so fierce, so deadly and awful. Here on this primitive field it proved true. At a little faster than a swift walk, the two hosts met, not throwing themselves upon the other, but stopping and thrusting spears or smashing shield against shield.
The sound was deafening to Nimrod, the shouts and the banging shields. Spear points screeching across bronze bosses. He blocked a spear, turning it, and he thrust over an opposing shield, the man’s leather jerkin saving his foe. All along the line, similar events occurred. Yet here and there, points drew blood or a cunning jab nicked a forearm or an exposed neck, or some men didn’t have leather armor. Two more ranks followed Nimrod’s front. Assur’s mob milled six or seven deep. With dread, those in the back watched those in the front rank. They saw men cry out, wounded. Yet the back rankers were unable to relieve the tension welling within them by swinging weapons. They had to wait their turn, to endure the ever-increasing pressure.
Nimrod bellowed, shoved with his shield, his thrust blocked by an enemy counter-thrust. He pushed harder, and then danced back as a cunning foe stabbed at his feet.
The man dipped his shield in order to regain his balance, because the fighter behind him accidentally jostled him. Nimrod thrust at the opening. The man howled and then fell to his knees. With a wrench, Nimrod freed his bloody spear. He exuded in his victory. Yet for all his strength and training, he gasped for air, tiring fast in the heavy armor. He fought full out, with the draining, overhanging threat of permanent maiming or death. Drums pounded and raw throats roared all around him.
“Keep at them, boys!” Nimrod bellowed. His loud voice was one of the few heard above the din. He had faith in his Mighty Men, and that gave him courage. Each of them had faced awful beasts together, inuring themselves to the tensions of fear. Friend fought beside friend today, just as they had while slaying a roaring lion or butchering snarling wolves.
To the side of the fierce contest, Nimrod’s second chariot squadron swept away the slingers that opposed them. But unlike the first squad that had chased the enemy off the battlefield, cool-headed Thebes, grandson of Javan, sounded the ram’s horn. Around him wheeled six chariots, the drivers looking to him for orders. The other three chariots rattled away in bloodlust as they chased running slingers.
Thebes pointed at Assur’s formation. He pointed at the men jumping up in the enemy rear ranks. They did that to get a look at what happened up front. Others in the rear ranks stood frozen in dread fascination, slack-jawed as they witnessed man’s brutality and savagery. Among them, huge Beor tried to shove his way to the front, peg-legging. He held a shield in one hand and a spear in the other.
With a shout, the drivers shook their reins and followed Thebes. Their vehicle companions readied javelins. As Thebes’s chariots rushed past the rear of the mob, they threw. Darts burrowed into backs, dragging down the unwary. They hurled more missiles, while the drivers blew their horns.
The mob flinched from the handful of charioteers. The surprised rear-rankers goggled at the chariots sweeping past them. They felt themselves surrounded and trapped. One, two, three more men went down. In seconds, terror destroyed the will to fight. The instinct to live overwhelmed all other senses. Several men dropped their shields and weapons. They bolted.
Meanwhile, in the terrible cauldron of the front rank, in the no man’s zone of spear-length where men hid behind their shields, both sides clashed and fought. Warriors still stepped forward, bashing shields, although only the bravest continued to do so. Many men panted, exhausted and frazzled, wondering how long this could go on.
“Kill them!” shouted Nimrod, his voice lashing his men.
At that point, that frightful moment, Assur’s people heard the enemy horns behind them. Fear made them quail and glance back.
“They’re attacking us from behind!” cried a man.
Several men just behind the front rankers turned around. They saw the charioteers standing tall, hurling javelins, and they saw some of their men fleeing, streaming past the enemy vehicles.
“They’re running away!”
“Save yourselves!”
Like lightning, panic swept through the Shemite mob as men realized their worst fear: the enemy was attacking from behind where they were indefensible. It demoralized them, sapped what was left of their fighting spirit. Once a man turned around, he never faced forward again. The impulse to flee, to get away from what seemed certain death overwhelmed all other logic, all other emotions. He must live. He must survive. Sobbing, the panic stole his manhood and turned him into a mob cipher.
The panic infected the front rankers, the ones directly facing snarling foes with reeking breath and straining muscles. Many of the front rankers threw down their shields like those behind them. They turned and—spears stabbed them in the back.
The wild thrill of victory, of defeating those who moments before had tried to kill you, it rushed like a drug through Nimrod’s men. They bellowed in glee, chasing the enemy, stabbing, slaying and indulging in one of man’s most foul joys.
At that point, Beor reached the disintegrating front line. He gnashed his teeth and froth foamed from his lips. Wild battle frenzy gripped him. His eyes riveted onto Babel’s King in his golden armor.
“Nimrod!” bellowed Beor.
Shemites fled all around him, although one or two stood with him.
Beor thrust his spear at Nimrod, parting the seven-layer shield and cutting the King’s forearm. “To me! To me!” roared Beor. He knocked aside Gilgamesh’s spear-thrust. Then he tore a heavy dagger from its scabbard.
Nimrod threw away the massive shield in time to see Beor leaping upon him.
“Nimrod!” shouted Beor.
The big warrior crashed upon the king, grappling, stabbing. Bronze screeched on bronze, the king’s armor momentarily saving the Mighty Hunter’s life. Then spear butts hammered against Beor, thudding against his back and on his head. It gave Nimrod time to squirm free. Rage, pain and murder lust overwhelmed him. The king pried a stone loose, and he lifted it above his head.
“Beor!” shouted Nimrod.
The eldest son of Canaan was bloodied and cursing, with his arm before his face as he warded off blows. He locked eyes with Nimrod.
“Fight me man to man!” bellowed Beor.
“Die!” screamed Nimrod, dashing the rock against Beor’s face.
Bones cracked. The big man flopped back. Nimrod ripped Gilgamesh’s lance from his hands. He pinned Beor to the dark earth, finally riding himself of his deadliest foe.
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The aftermath bewildered the defeated, a strategic design of the Mighty Hunter. Speed, novelty and generous terms kept the Shemites and remaining Japhethites off balance.
First, Nimrod gathered the captured clan elders, among them a depressed and dispirited Shem and Assur. Nimrod spoke with each and found who hated him and who could live with the New Order. Those who yet breathed fire, he put among the hostages. From the elders who would remain, he took favorite sons or daughters, also putting them among the hostages. Two hundred people would return with him to Babel. He promised to treat them well, and even did so now. Odin and Hilda were among the few tied by the neck to a slave line and guarded in a tent away from everyone else.
Second, he divided the defeated clans into four groups and placed selected elders over them. He splintered clans for a reason, mingling Japhethites with Shemites, and Assur clan members with Elam clan members and so forth. Over each group, he placed a band of Mighty Men. They weren’t enough to defeat them in battle, but enough to awe and keep the others in submission, or enough to make examples of hotheads.
Third, he told each of them the city name and location where they must build: Nineveh, Rehoboth-Ir, Calah and Resen. Controlling a populace in a central area would be easier than if they were spread out over the countryside.
“I will return in a year,” Nimrod said. “Sooner if there is rebellion. If you rebel, there will be rapes, butchery, weeping and the gnashing of teeth. Build your city and remain loyal to me and you will become full-fledged members of the empire.”
“We will remain loyal,” Elam said, the chosen elder for Nineveh.
“I know you will,” Nimrod said, smiling his most brilliant grin.
Soon thereafter, he departed with his host and hostages, the wounded remaining behind. The battle had only cost him handfuls, lost during the savage push of pike. Too bad the chosen Hunters had found no trace of Grandfather Ham, although Grandmother Rahab had agreed to return to Babel. He’d wanted all three sons of Noah in Babel, adding splendor to his reign and also near keeping them where he could watch them. Perhaps Ham had died. Nimrod shrugged. He didn’t see how one drunken old man could harm him.
“What if he goes to Noah?” asked Uruk, riding a chariot because of his wound.
Nimrod didn’t like thinking about Noah.
“Send dagger-men to kill Noah,” suggested Uruk.
“Who would you send?”
“Any Mighty Man will do,” Uruk said.
Nimrod shook his head. “Only a hard man, an utterly loyal and clever warrior, would be able to slice that old bastard’s throat.”
“Send Gilgamesh,” Uruk said.
Nimrod eyed him. “I had thought to send you, War Chief.”
Uruk paled.
That confirmed Nimrod’s thoughts on Noah. If the old man stayed on Mount Ararat, he’d let him live. If not—Nimrod pursed his lips. To do a job right, one often had to do it himself. Let old Noah enter the empire at his peril.
So Nimrod dismissed the failure to capture Ham and decided to wait on Noah. Instead, he planned the glorious jubilee he’d stage when the Tower was finally completed this winter.
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A month and a half later, Ham trembled as he gazed upon snowy Mount Ararat, or the blur of it in the distance. He slid off the weary donkey. On unsteady legs, he sank onto a fallen pine. Weeks of travel, forever glancing over his shoulder, wondering when he’d spy Hunters loping after him, had drained him.
Years ago, more than a century now, the Ark had grounded onto Mount Ararat. It had grounded onto an empty world, with all the possibilities that promised. Ham shook his head. A thousand recriminations played repeatedly. From fleeing the lost battle, from teaching Kush boxing, from the day he parted ferns and witnessed the bathing beauty of Naamah. He sighed. Nothing could be changed. What had happened, happened.
“Oh, Rahab,” he said. He should have slipped back and freed her. But he wasn’t a young man anymore. It wouldn’t have worked.
The donkey swung its head at him.
Ham smiled tiredly. These past weeks, the donkey and he had slipped past a pair of rutting bears, an angry auroch bull pawing loamy soil and a wolf pack sniffing their trail. Arrows and shouts had sometimes been the answer. Other times, stopping and facing the danger had won them safety. On only two occasions had precipitous flight been required.
What would his father say to him? How could he tell Noah what happened? What could they do about it?
Something…he hoped. So Ham willed himself to his feet, took the donkey’s bridle and led it along a familiar path.
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They sat outside the wooden house, on the veranda in rocking chairs, Noah and Ham, two old men, one seven centuries and the other still over a decade from one hundred and fifty. They stargazed, Noah relating the story of one of the constellations and Ham the next. It was a game from Ham’s childhood, and it brought back pleasant memories.
After a time, they simply rocked, the chairs and the veranda floorboard creaking.
“More lemonade?” Noah asked.
“No thank you,” Ham said.
Several hounds lay about, big brutes. They yawned, watched their master or perked up whenever a strange sound occurred.
The donkey had gone to the barn with others of its kind. In the house slept two visiting grandsons who had missed the excitement of Nimrod’s conquest. Ham had told his father about the terrible calamity. Noah had stroked his white beard while listening and brooded thereafter. Ham didn’t understand his father’s calm or that he asked no questions or for clarifications. For once, Ham went with it. For once, his father’s ways didn’t upset him. He enjoyed the peace of sitting here. He knew his father would think of something.
“What are your plans?” Noah asked.
“I don’t have any,” Ham said.
“Reaching me was your only goal, eh?”
“I couldn’t very well have gone back to Babel.”
“You want me to go with you, is that it?”
Ham rubbed his jaw. There it was. That was his thought: You beat me, well now I’m bringing my father. You’ll see what will happen now. He told Noah, “You overawed him last time.”
Noah stilled his rocking, poured himself more lemonade and sipped the sweet liquid. “I didn’t do a thing last time.”
Ham considered that. “Are you saying Jehovah did?”
Noah leaned over and patted him on the arm. “After all these years, you’re learning to think before answering.”
“Maybe you didn’t do anything,” Ham said. “But Jehovah worked through you.”
“He can work through you. It’s not the prophet who matters but the Maker.”
“I’m unworthy.”
Noah chuckled. “We’re all unworthy.”
“Maybe, but some of us are more unworthy than others.”
Later, a bat screeched. The biggest hound raised its blunt-shaped head. Then the hound licked himself and soon settled back down.
“Will you come with me?” Ham asked.
“To Babel?” Noah asked.
“We’ve got to stop Nimrod.”
“What if he slays us?” Noah asked.
“He can’t slay you.”
“Me most of all.”
“Then you won’t go?”
Noah took his time answering. “I’m afraid, my son. I’m afraid that if I go, nothing will ever be the same.”
“It’s already different.”
“No,” Noah said. “Humanity is bent, its way crooked. But if I go to Babel as you suggest…”
“What does Jehovah say?”
Noah nodded. “Finally, you ask the right question. He says that I’m to go with you to Babel.”
“When?”
“Soon.”
 





The Angel of the Lord
 
1.
 
In a white gown, Hilda moved down the stairs of her Grandfather Canaan’s house. She had been summoned, had therefore bathed and allowed one of the Singer attendants to apply malachite eye shadow. She no longer wore braids, but let her blonde hair cascade down her back.
Since Beor’s death and her capture by Nimrod, she had become soft-spoken and downcast. She ate less and had lost weight, causing her robust figure to become thin and her cheeks to turn gaunt. These changes heightened her beauty, or so everyone told her. Some said she pined for Odin, who had been thrown into a pit. Others said she feared Nimrod’s boast that soon he would call upon her. During his heady victory over Shem and Assur, Nimrod had been too busy consolidating his position to threaten it with the hard-earned right of rape. Once the opportune moment had passed, Hilda took up residence among Beor’s brothers, the sons of Canaan, gaining protection from wanton ravishment.
The Singer, one of Semiramis’s creatures, rapped lightly on the door, peering in, indicating that she should enter.
Hilda walked into a windowless room. It was painted with mythic animals, while candles flickered on stands. At a low table, her handsome, olive-skinned Grandfather Canaan sat cross-legged. He studied a clay tablet and wore a blue robe.
He smiled. “You’re looking lovely, my dear. Please, sit.”
Hilda curtsied and sat across the low table, folding her hands in her lap.
Canaan spoke banalities, perhaps thinking them pleasantries. It didn’t relax her, if that was his intent. She waited: she liked to think with the patience of a huntress. They didn’t let her see Great-Grandmother Rahab. They also made sure Rahab never witnessed the Singers in their wilder debaucheries and lewdest dances.
Hilda wished her Grandfather Canaan would get to the point.
As if reading her thoughts—the idea frightened her—he leaned toward her. “Do you know why I’ve summoned you, my dear?”
Hilda shook her head.
“It concerns your future.”
“Who I wed?”
“On no, Hilda, for I know you love Odin. I would never try to encourage you to marry someone you didn’t love. You’ve suffered enough for one round of life.”
Her perplexity must have showed.
“Do you wonder at my phrase?” Canaan asked.
Hilda glanced at the symbols on the walls, the painted mythic animals.
He indicated his clay tablets. “I’ve been engaged in research, my dear, a truly fascinating study.” His voice lowered. “The gods are chary in what they reveal to us. In truth, I think, because they are frightened about what we’ll learn.”
“There is only Jehovah.”
Canaan tapped his chin. “Even after the crushing defeat, you still hold to that outdated notion, to that easily refutable lie. I’ve seen sights that allowed me to view reality as it is, not as I’ve been told it must be. The gods rose long ago, and yet…” He indicated the tablets. “There is a secret locked here that unnerves me.” He studied her. “Can I trust you?”
“I’m too bewildered to answer.”
“Yes. At first, the truth shakes the very foundations of one’s sanity. I attest to that. Hilda, I’ve stumbled upon something that radically alters anyone’s view. Did you know that once the gods were like us?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Once, the gods were flesh and blood. But through a long series of reincarnations, they evolved into what they now are.”
“Re-in what?” Hilda asked.
“Reincarnation,” Canaan said. “The soul departs a body upon death and waits to reenter anew. Slowly, one ascends or descends into higher or lower forms.”
Hilda examined her folded hands. Her grandfather’s research, his wizardry, had driven him mad.
“Do you realize what this revelation means?” Canaan asked.
“Grandfather, how can you believe such nonsense? You were taught at Noah’s knee. You know the truth. What you say now…it’s the lies of evil angels.”
Canaan chuckled. “You must rise above simple superstitions. I know your father, my favorite son, believed as you still do. But you must grow. You must learn to think for yourself. You are in Babel now. Events move at a rapid pace. If you would adjust to the New Order, a place of power can be won for you. But if you insist on holding to these delusions…”
Hilda thought back to her time with Noah and seeing the Ark. That hadn’t been a delusion. “Why did you send for me, Grandfather? Not to discuss your findings.”
“I’d hoped to persuade you regarding the present realities. You are a granddaughter of mine, and I am a lord of Babel. But the king…ah, Nimrod has requested you join the priestesses of Ishtar, that you be trained as our family representative.”
Hilda shook her head. “I fear Jehovah too much to risk His displeasure.”
“I thought you might say something like that. And in a way, I can’t blame you. You’ve long been under the spell of those who were deluded.” He picked up a tablet, his brow furrowed. “Hilda, you’re my granddaughter, my last link to Beor. Don’t think I would do anything to cause you grief. Believe me when I say that while I respect the king and his power, that I would never do anything that would put you under Nimrod’s control. This is about your father.”
“What?”
“I mean to see Beor’s line preserved. But if you can’t marry…”
“Why can’t I marry?”
“Certainly, Nimrod won’t let you marry Odin. And because you love him, who else would you want to marry?”
Her grandfather’s craftiness was palpable. She waited.
“If you can’t marry,” he said, “Beor’s seed dies out. “Unless, that is, you become a priestess of Ishtar.”
“I don’t understand.”
“As a priestess of Ishtar, you will be wed to the gods, and have children by them.”
It felt as if he’d kicked her in the stomach. His gods were the fallen angels. Fallen angels had once mated with mortals, producing the Nephilim.
“Once the Tower Temple is completed, each full moon a virgin of Ishtar shall ascend the steps and spend the night alone on the goddess’s bed. Perhaps Bel himself will appear. Nine months later, the virgin will deliver a holy child.”
Horror made her stomach writhe. “You want a demon to impregnate me so I’ll to produce Nephilim children?”
“You mustn’t become hysterical. Not all gods are ethereal.”
“You’re mad.”
“Nimrod also is a god. We’re all about to learn that in a few weeks.”
“You want me to become the king’s whore?”
Canaan became earnest. “A priestess of Ishtar is above such petty labels. Hilda, you must try to understand what I’m saying. The future has arrived. Leadership in the empire lies and will lie with those who have a proficiency in communicating with the gods. What I’m offering is a chance to leap ahead of everyone else. You will have spirit guidance and learn magic and divination. Then you will gain rank in the New Order and deliver to our line semi-divine children.”
“Like Ymir, who died in the Flood?” Hilda asked.
“There has never been a universal empire before. All humanity is bound together now. The king, practically a god himself, will wield the empire into a mighty force for the swift progress of all.”
“How do Nephilim children fit into that?”
Canaan frowned. “We are supposedly cursed as slaves to the sons of Shem and Japheth, and one might even think to Kush, Put and Menes. Now a path has opened that will ensure we are the masters. Wielders of secret power, lore-masters and astrologers, guardians of the spirit realm, we must grasp this opportunity, Hilda. We must grasp it before the others realize what’s at stake and do likewise.”
She struggled for calm. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
Canaan pinched his lower lip and shook his head.
“Jehovah didn’t allow this the first time. He surely won’t this time either.”
He inhaled sharply. “It is better to hold the whip than to feel its lash. Either you are with us or you are against us.”
“Untrue.”
“Oh?” he asked, amused.
“Either you stand with Jehovah or His wrath falls on you sooner or later.”
Canaan regarded her, at last shaking his head. “I’d thought you wiser. Unless you readjust your thinking, I won’t be able to protect you. You may go. I have much to do in preparation of the Tower’s completion.”
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Odin stirred in the filth, in the cold slime of the pit. With his single eye, he gazed out of the hole in the earth. Stars twinkled and the night wind moaned.
Thirst had become his sole concern, a terrible urgency for something to slake his parched lips. At one time, he had sipped the putrid brew he lay up to his chest in. For several days after, he had vomited and fever raged. It was during that time his left eye went blind.
The pit was an awful prison, a deeply dug hole in the earth filled with slop, water and now his filth. Some days, they threw him weevil-infested biscuits or bones with rotting flesh. If they remembered, they lowered a bucket with brackish water. Long ago, his clothes had rotted off. Naked like a worm, he struggled in the mud, periodically drawing out his legs to peel off bloodsuckers. His beard and hair was matted, his body caked with slime.
Tonight, he shivered, coughed and hoped they remembered the water bucket tomorrow. Days, weeks, months had passed. He wasn’t fat any longer. The skin of his belly hung loosely like old clothes. Yet in his one good eye shone…it wasn’t madness. It wasn’t hope. Knowledge, maybe, an understanding he had never had before. He called the pit the Well of Knowledge. He had sipped deeply from it, although it had cost him an eye.
The extent of his learning or perhaps it was the pinnacle, was that Jehovah loved him. He knew because he felt closer to the Almighty than he ever had. Weeks of feverish prayer, of questions profound, mad and silly had been answered in whispers of the wind, in a bird whistling somewhere just out of sight, in the warm embrace of the sun at noon. Whenever he drank from the lowered bucket, he praised Jehovah. As he gnawed flesh from a bone, he thanked the Creator for seeing him alive yet another day. Long nights of thought interrupted his physical misery. Hatred against Nimrod softened as he realized the Mighty Hunter kicked against traces he could never overturn—for how could one hope to defeat Him who had sent the Deluge?
Odin pondered the old tales, the Flood and that a world had been destroyed because of wickedness. He wondered too if Ham had escaped the battlefield. He prayed it was so, and when he felt closest to the Creator, he asked that somehow he could wed Hilda and leave Babel.
Truth came hard after that. He’d die in the pit. But he didn’t curse Jehovah, although over half the time he felt like it. He forbade himself that pleasure, telling himself the cost was too high. When his moods darkened and he raged against Nimrod, Jehovah and life’s hard luck, he remembered his sins meant he was owed nothing. Noah’s teaching said Jehovah showed mercy because of grace and grace alone, and that someday Jehovah would redeem man with One from the woman’s seed.
“I believe,” had croaked a parody of a man, and soon thereafter, his moods had turned less bitter and soul devouring.
Laughter now stole upon him, not his, but from someone outside the pit. Odin heard the clank of armor and the snort of a donkey.
Torchlight flickered, and soon Nimrod the Mighty Hunter stood at the lip peering down. He seemed like a giant, tall, towering and powerful, with the fate of the world in his hands.
“How fare you, Odin?”
“I’m alive.”
Nimrod grinned. “Would you like to come out?”
Bold words jumped to Odin’s lips, but the want of water dried them.
The Mighty Hunter squatted, thrusting the torch into the opening. “I’m not sure what I see: defiance, hope or the glaring of a one-eyed beast. Do you want out or not?”
“I wonder what it’s going to cost me.”
“A beating,” Nimrod said.
“Then I’m free to leave Babel?”
Nimrod turned to someone unseen. A chariot rattled and soon the Mighty Hunter regarded him again. “You betrayed me, Spear Slayer.”
“Yes, I did.”
“Then you admit you deserve this?”
The torch lowered as Odin considered the question. He saw Nimrod studying him. “Yes. I deserve this.”
“You disappoint me, Spear Slayer. I would have thought none of my Mighty Men could be broken so quickly. Or do you think to gain my pardon this way?”
“No.”
“Oh? Why this certainty?”
“You know nothing of mercy, Mighty Hunter. You’re a killer, a murderer.”
“I’m the King of the Earth.”
“A true king shepherds his people. He gives of himself so they grow and become better. You’re a hunter because all you know is how to take.”
“I bring universal peace and safety from the beasts. These are gifts the people cherish.”
“What about me then? I ask for nothing so grand. Food and water is what I crave.”
Nimrod laughed, and Odin looked away, angry with himself.
“I bring you knowledge, Traitor. Hilda will soon become a priestess of Ishtar.”
“I don’t believe it.”
“A pity. Because you’re going to be the instrument that convinces her.” Nimrod threw down a bag, which slurped into the mud by Odin’s chest.
Odin dared fumble at the knots, finding bread, a leg of mutton and a jug of water. He frowned and looked up. “Thank you.”
Nimrod became thoughtful. “Tell that to me in a day.”
Odin hardly heard. He took a mouthful of water, swishing it, rinsing the dirt from his teeth. He swallowed and knew bliss. “Thank you, Jehovah.”
“What was that?” Nimrod asked.
Odin took another swallow, and tore off a hunk of bread.
“You eat like a wolf, Spear Slayer. I only hope you remember how to fight like one.”
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Cymbals clashed, flutists piped wild melodies and the Singers twirled before Nimrod the Mighty Hunter as he leered upon them from his Dragonbone Throne.
Months of unbridled victory celebrations and dark nights in the temple, learning new secrets and new depths of occult wisdom, had left a visible mark upon the king. Still quick as a panther, with supreme athletic grace and rock-hard thews, an insidious smoothness of fat yet clothed those muscles. His handsome features were no longer so youthful and carefree, but showed shadowy lines of debauchery and cruelty. And his eyes, once filled with mere cunning and raw ambition, a fierce will to power, now blazed with the black flames of megalomania, a certainty that indeed he was like a god.
As the dancers swirled and clapped their hands, as their tanned legs flashed before him and they smiled over their shoulders at him, promising whatever he desired, he recalled the heady prophesies of Lucifer. Earth had been shackled to his desires. All who had dared stand against him, now lay prostrate or had hidden themselves far away at Mount Ararat.
Nimrod frowned at the thought. Noah yet remained. Perhaps a team of assassins should pay a visit to the seven hundred year old patriarch.
The Singers shouted his name, and the piping grew wilder.
Lust grew as the lascivious dance enflamed his passions. With godlike pretensions came godlike appetites. Lucifer had promised him dark secrets and unlimited power—if he had the will to complete the metamorphosis that had begun when he had long ago devoured the dragon’s heart. First shackle the Earth and then the Celestial Realm would beckon. The Stairway to Heaven was no idle term. If while upon the Tower he dared channel the united meditations of all people into himself, then he could achieve apotheosis.
Apotheosis was the transformation of a man into a god. Lucifer had told him how to achieve it. At first, Nimrod had distrusted the Light Bearer—there remained a reservation or two still. He wondered if the chief of the fallen angels played him false. But those doubts had primarily been before the battle, before he’d wondered if Noah would show up as once he had at the fields outside of Festival to display the power of Jehovah.
“Jehovah has grown afraid,” whispered Lucifer. “He marshals the hosts of Heaven not to attack us, but to defend the ramparts of his Celestial Domain. You are not aware, perhaps, how vitally important your actions are here on Earth, how Heaven reverberates with them. When the Tower is complete, when you link our realms together, then we will be able to pour into you the forces needed to finalize your metamorphosis.”
Nimrod knew Lucifer hadn’t told him everything and that there were pitfalls. But was he not the Mighty Hunter, one like a god? Let any being, man, devil or angel, underestimate him at their peril. Nimrod felt the change. He knew that he could become a god. In that respect, Lucifer had given him the truth!
These heady thoughts were like wine, making him drunk on the possibilities. He stood, and he clapped in time to the tune.
Minos sat on a stool, his nimble fingers playing reed pipes that thrust out of his mouth. The poet’s eyes glowed and his dark hair was in disarray as his head bobbed and wove. He jumped up, kicking his legs and dancing with the Singers, twirling, playing and seeming to laugh at them even as he caused the girls to dance faster and faster.
“Play, Pan, play!” shouted Nimrod.
The piping was like a whip and a drug. It drove the Singers to ecstasy, and in their frenzy, they shed their garments until Nimrod himself leapt among them, choosing which of them would know this day his fierce embrace.
Later…when he returned to the throne room, a trumpet pealed and a warrior announced the approach of his mother Deborah.
As Nimrod lounged upon the throne, he adjusted his leopard skin cloak.
Deborah wore a white gown as befitted her religious station, and she wore a veil. She surprised him by kneeling, bowing and waiting as one in prayer.
“Rise, Mother. Sit on this stool by my feet.”
He had ordered the bodyguards outside and had forbidden Semiramis or any of her maidens to loiter in the hidden halls behind the throne.
His mother sat quietly, folding her hands in her lap, awaiting his pleasure.
Nimrod wished his father could be as pliant. “I appreciate your promptness,” he said.
“I left the instant your messenger arrived. Your man Uruk was kind enough to give me refreshments as I waited in the antechamber.” She eyed him. “This may seem odd, but while I waited it seemed as if music played here. It wasn’t a stately melody, but sensual and unbridled as if debauchery took place. What could account for such a bizarre manifestation? I knew that you couldn’t be within. No son, no matter how exalted, could keep his mother waiting when he’d summoned her so urgently, or at last kept her waiting for the mere purpose of indulging his baser appetites. I thus suspect that I had an auditory vision, but for the life of me I cannot understand its significance.”
The impassiveness of his features never changed. His mother was pliant, but only to a degree.
“How is Grandmother Rahab?” he asked. “Has she adjusted to her new life?”
His mother’s eyes seemed to burn. Then she dropped her stare, becoming demure. “Your Grandmother Rahab worries about Ham, and she wonders what goes on in the palace. I’m careful no one tells her.”
Nimrod laughed, not in a pleasant way, but in an ugly manner, like a hyena that has come upon a cripple gazelle.
“I have no desire to anger the Mighty Hunter,” his mother said sardonically. “But someone has to warn you. I gave you birth, and from my breasts you fed and I was the one who taught you to walk. Perhaps as importantly, I am loath to sit back and watch as Semiramis topples you from power.”
“What does asking about Grandmother Rahab have to do with my wife?”
“Do you believe because you don’t hear them that rumors and secret whispers don’t swirl around you?”
He shrugged.
“No. I don’t believe you’re indifferent. Otherwise, you wouldn’t hide in the palace. I suspect a king who truly didn’t care about what his subjects thought would copulate like a dog in the street instead of in his chambers.”
Anger blazed in his eyes.
His mother dropped her gaze. “I know. I shouldn’t have said that. No one can tell you anything anymore without risking your rage. If you want a mother’s advice…”
“Go on.”
“Nimrod, there is no one like you. You have often proven that. Yet now you gamble unnecessarily. If you wish to turn the Singers into your private harem, that’s your own affair. But don’t wave it in Semiramis’s face. Send her far away, perhaps to Nineveh, maybe even as far away as the fires of Sheol.”
He laughed.
“Once you adored her and spent time with her. Now Semiramis burns with jealousy and will find some way to stop you from rutting with the Singers.”
Nimrod banged the arm of his throne. “Enough!”
“I know. You think you’re invincible. You think you have a solemn pact with the gods. But the gods hate a man who reaches too high. They search out ways to humble him, usually with disastrous results for him and his kin.”
“Has Semiramis done something to upset you?”
“I am your mother. I fear for you. Study her and watch her reactions, watch how she watches you. Don’t you realize that she’s sick with fury at what you do?”
“Nonsense.”
“Do you even sleep with Semiramis anymore?”
For a moment, he wondered if danger did lurk in Semiramis’s dark heart. He smiled. Without him, Semiramis would fall from power. So he wondered what had driven his mother to plot against his wife. Then it became obvious. His mother jockeyed for position. He was the sun, they the creatures who derived their sustenance from him. “I shall consider your words,” he said.
She shook her head. “Oh, Nimrod, I wish I could make you understand. I fear that the ancient disease of hubris has already grown too strong.”
“I don’t agree. I need help. Yours. It’s why I summoned you. Grandmother is said to love Hilda and that the feelings are returned. Convince grandmother to convince Hilda to become a priestess of Ishtar.”
“I don’t believe it. I come to warn you against Semiramis and you give me a task that will ensure your wife’s most bitter hatred. Don’t you know that Semiramis has troubled feelings regarding Hilda? She used to be the girl’s mother.”
“Her stepmother,” Nimrod said.
“You can’t sleep with the mother and then the daughter, or even with the stepdaughter. It isn’t right.”
He scowled. “I haven’t said anything about—”
“Spare me your assurances. When you speak about Hilda the lust in your eyes becomes overpowering. If you wish her that much, bring her into the palace and have your way with her. Why flaunt this in front of everyone? But most importantly why flaunt it in front of Semiramis?”
“Have a care, Mother.”
Deborah once again dipped her head.
“You think I do whatever I please. But that isn’t so. I need the sons of Canaan and Canaan himself. To rape Hilda at my leisure…no, I must work within the trappings of authority. But I will have Hilda. One way or another, she will be mine. Until apotheosis, perhaps even afterward, I will keep feathers smoothed.”
“Why not apply that policy to your wife?”
He glanced at his cheetah. The big cat slept. Perhaps it would be wise to watch Semiramis. If his mother had hoped to plant a seed of suspicion in him, then she had succeeded.
“Will you talk to grandmother for me?”
Deborah studied him, nodded.
Nimrod smiled, rising, taking his mother’s hands. Then he guided her to the door.
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I’ve become like Cain, Gilgamesh told himself, a rootless wanderer, with no place to call my own.
It wasn’t technically true. He was still the governor of Erech. Yet he seldom set foot in the most southern city. Instead, as Nimrod’s herald and as the king’s eyes and ears, he went from city to city, from place to place. He didn’t ride a donkey or a chariot or go by boat. He ran through the wilds with his hounds and with his black lance in his fist. For hours every day, the pad of his feet and the panting of dogs and the sight of passing grasses or leaf-waving bushes gave him the solitude to think.
Opis grew worse, not better. Whenever they were alone, her eyes turned wild like a deer in the presence of a wolf. She flinched even if he happened to brush her. For a long time, he was compassionate and understanding. Then one night after a tiring journey, he became angry and laid hands on her, saying this foolishness had gone on long enough. She shrieked and fled the house, leaving him feeling like a scoundrel and a ruffian. The next day, he began the trek to Babel.
He loved Opis, and he despaired for her. But he had no idea how to achieve a cure.
Lean and wind-burned, darkened by the sun, his leathers dirt-stained and sweat-soaked and his stamina bordering on the legendary, he arrived in Babel. He felt constricted in the great city. Babel had turned into a beehive, with large mud-brick houses and people packed onto narrow lanes. Above them like some evil behemoth watched the Tower. Squat, dominating, monumental, it dwarfed the city, a colossus among pygmies and a symbol of unquenchable power. At its awe-inspiring pinnacle, workers fitted lapis lazuli tiles onto the temple or substitute tiles of green-blue faience.
Gilgamesh noticed a new addition in the plaza, statues of Nimrod and Semiramis.
He spied Uruk and accompanying warriors. He was Uruk the Resplendent, with a bronze helmet with red-dyed eagle’s feathers sticking up. Like an ape, he shouldered people out of the way.
Near the statute of Semiramis, they met.
Uruk nodded. “I trust your wife is fine,” he said, as he nudged Thebes.
The brazenness surprised Gilgamesh. He opened his mouth in disbelief.
“You know,” said Thebes, “little Opis has always reminded me of a gazelle. Quivering, excitable, liable to make a dash for freedom but squealing when caught and moaning in the face of a predator.”
Tanned and wind-burned though he was, Gilgamesh paled with fury. To stop his hand from shaking, he clutched the dagger-hilt at his side.
“Careful, boys,” Uruk said. “Gilgamesh is as bloodthirsty as a hawk, and he can strike as fast. If he makes a move for me, skewer him. The king will understand.”
Thebes, Zimri, Obed and the others stepped nearer. Gilgamesh wondered if perhaps they might strike first and say later that he had tried to kill Uruk. So he turned, with his cloak swirling, and strode from them as they laughed.
That evening, Gilgamesh paid his respects at the palace.
“Sit a while,” Nimrod said. “Let us talk of old times.”
That lasted all of a half-hour. Minos entered and whispered into the king’s ear. A rutting look like a boar overcame the Mighty Hunter and he rattled off instructions to Gilgamesh before following Minos.
Gilgamesh ignored a summons from Semiramis. The next morning he trekked north to Akkad, relaying a message to the governor, handing over a packet of clay tablets.
He hunted two days with Akkad’s governor, and he chanced while in the city to run into Patriarch Shem. A brick wall surrounded the village, while a two-story palace and temple stood in the town center, just like in Erech. Otherwise, single story brick squares, homes, set on short, dusty lanes, made up the community.
A shepherd herded his small flock through the lanes, and guard dogs used to tackle lions barked from a nearby enclosure. Shem and several others still openly adhered to Jehovah-worship. Nimrod considered such as troublemakers and he had split them between Erech, Akkad and Calneh. Babel itself the king wished to keep pure, he said, for religious reasons. It had something to do with a coming celebration.
Guardians of the king’s peace keep watch on Shem. The massive hounds that barked at the sheep were in Akkad primarily because of the patriarch. If Shem tried to escape, Mighty Men were to release the hounds.
Gilgamesh stood by a wooden trough. He set his foot on the side and tightened one of his sandals. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Shem. The old man was dark-bearded. There wasn’t a white hair on him. Yet Shem seemed haggard, worried, like one who carried a secret burden. His robe had seen better days and he carried a shepherd’s crook. It might help drive off one big hound, but not a pack.
Shem turned away from the hounds. With an upraised hand, he shielded his eyes from the sun and then noticed Gilgamesh watching him. A smile changed the old man’s features. It creased his face. In a sure stride, he approached the water trough.
“Greetings, Herald.”
Gilgamesh dipped his head as he took his foot off the trough.
“You just came from Babel?” Shem asked.
“Two days ago, sir.”
“If men were weapons I’d call you a javelin, Herald. You seem ready to fly wherever swiftly and surely. They say you can run for days without becoming weary.”
“I get weary, believe me.”
“What is the secret to long-distance running?”
“Constant practice. I hope you merely ask out of curiosity.”
Shem squinted. “How close is the Tower to completion?”
“It is complete.”
“They have finished the temple then?” Shem asked.
“Not quite.”
The patriarch eyed him. “You’re not like the others.”
“Which others?”
The survivor of the Flood chewed his lower lip. Finally, he patted Gilgamesh on the shoulder and wandered away.
The conversation bothered Gilgamesh. He wondered if he should report it to Shem’s guardians. Probably. Shem sounded like a man ready to run, which seemed silly. Two hundred-year-old men didn’t run. Yet Shem seemed capable of it. The hounds, Gilgamesh told himself, would stop any foolish notions. Shem knew no one outran such brutes. Gilgamesh smiled to himself. The idea of Shem running was ridiculous.
The next day, as Gilgamesh began the trek back to Babel, he thought about the conversation. He thought about an old patriarch bound to a city, with big hounds ready to rend him to pieces. He thought about Opis and that Semiramis had summoned him. Of course, he hadn’t gone to her. Uruk and his cronies, he thought also upon them, and that Nimrod had little time for him but much time for his special Singers. Why had Semiramis summoned him? Was it rude of him not to have shown up? Perhaps if the king couldn’t or wouldn’t help him against Uruk, perhaps the queen would. Too, it wasn’t wise to spurn a queen’s summons, not unless the king was securely behind you. A man needed someone in court as benefactor.
The longer he pondered these things, the surer Gilgamesh became. So when he jogged through Babel’s Lion Gate two days later, he found Semiramis’s most trustworthy Singer and said he would see the queen if she still desired it.
He washed, borrowed fine garments from his Grandfather Put and spoke with Semiramis that evening in a small chamber within the palace. Candles flickered, two maidens attended them and they ate sparingly of spiced eel and honey-soaked bread, sipping date palm wine. After the dishes were cleared, Semiramis told the maidens they could retire. It left the two of them alone in the small, rather cozy chamber. The play of candlelight on Semiramis’s face was startling and heart pounding.
A soft rap came at the door.
Semiramis frowned and Gilgamesh nearly flew out of his chair.
One of the maidens peered into the room. “Lady, I’m sorry to interrupt, but what shall I do if the king summons you?”
“Perhaps it’s time for me to go,” Gilgamesh said.
Semiramis shook her head, and she told the girl, “Wait down the hall for messengers. If you see one or the king, run here and knock on the door.”
“Yes, Lady,” the maiden said, softly closing the door.
Semiramis smiled. The play of candlelight made it a stunning thing. “You mustn’t leave yet, my brave Hunter. You’ve hardly touched your wine, and I chose it just for you.”
“Oh, well, in that case,” Gilgamesh said, picking up the chalice.
For an hour, they reminisced. Semiramis poured more wine and her eyes lingered on him.
“You seem like you did then,” she said. “Oh, there are a few wrinkles at the corners of your eyes, and there is a quickness to you that seems positively deadly. Yet you’re unlike the other Mighty Men, those who bask in their positions and grow with a ponderousness of authority. Their minds have become dull, while you…Gilgamesh, tragedy fills you. Nothing has ever come easily for you. Doggedness and determination are your trademarks, and that has left you keen and perceptive. You understand when others hurt. Like I hurt, Gilgamesh. Oh yes, does that surprise you?”
It did. He sipped wine and looked into her dark eyes. “You’re as beautiful as ever,” he said, and he glanced at his goblet, wondering if she had drugged it.
As if reading his thoughts, she reminisced about that day too.
He felt heat on his face. She laughed, and she detailed exactly what had happened that day, how she had kissed him and soon thereafter he had fled.
“What if I kissed you now, Gilgamesh, would you run away again?”
He smiled.
“I’m serious.”
He cocked an eyebrow.
“I’m serious in that I want to know what you would do.”
“Do?” he asked. The wine seemed to swirl in his mind.
“If I arose and came around the table and kissed you. Would you squirm free and rush out the palace?”
“You tested me then and found me loyal to Nimrod.”
“That was then,” she said softly. “Perhaps another loyalty test is in order.”
“Don’t test me beyond what a man can endure.”
“What are you saying?” she whispered.
“You’re…you’re beautiful, and I’ve drunk wine. What man could resist you?”
“You once did.”
He gulped more wine. He didn’t want to betray Opis. Yet he had been so long without a woman. Back in the wilds when Semiramis had kissed him, he hadn’t yet slept with a woman. Now desire flamed in him. The cozy room, the candles, wine, the most beautiful woman in the world across the small table from him, it wasn’t right what he was thinking. She was Nimrod’s wife, his queen. Yet he had heard rumors. Semiramis was unhappy. Very unhappy, and he yearned to slay Uruk. It had become his passion. He didn’t know how to do it unless Nimrod was out of the way. His old friend wasn’t the man he had once known. Nimrod had always been ambitious, of course. What drove the king now seemed… Gilgamesh had heard the story of Laban, how Azel the Demon had indwelled him. Had something similar happened to the king?
“Gilgamesh,” whispered Semiramis.
His head reeled at the possibilities. He had drunk far too much wine. He should flee. But the woman was ravishing. “Did you put something in my drink?”
“For instance?” she purred.
“A little green fly?”
“What if I said yes, Gilgamesh? What if I said the green fly, crushed and prepared, a love potion of irresistible power, had been liberally added to your wine? What if you knew that you couldn’t resist me? That if I crooked my finger, like this, Gilgamesh? Do you see, my love, I’m crooking my finger? It means you must rise and come around the table. You must do as I order. I am your queen. I order you to rise.”
He stood, swaying, with his heart pounding.
“You are an obedient subject,” she said.
“I am,” he whispered.
“Walk around the table, Gilgamesh, my gallant lover. I, your queen, order you to come to me and kiss me, take me, to hold me as one who will never let go.”
She was beautiful, bewitching and she had ordered him. He must obey his queen. The drug in his wine…
“Gilgamesh, this instant you must obey my order.”
His legs seemed to move on their own accord. The two of them embraced and kissed.
Only much later did they talk about Nimrod, kingship and the follies of letting a megalomaniac rule them.
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The reason for hot bread and continuing jugs of drinkable water came many mornings later. A shout woke Odin. He drew his torso from the cold slime of his pit, looking up. Lean-limbed Gilgamesh peered down the hole.
“Would you like a little exercise, Spear Slayer?”
“I thought you were in Erech governing the people,” Odin said.
Annoyance flickered across Gilgamesh’s handsome features. “I’m the governor of Erech, that’s true, and I’m also the king’s herald.”
“The errand boy, you mean. Do you like running hither and yon, wherever your king commands?”
“I’d rather stay in Babel, if you must know. And for the coming celebration, I will be. Then it’s off again on the king’s errands.”
Odin rubbed a finger across his chest to clean it of mud and then he scratched his nose. “I’ll trade you places, if you like. I’m always near Babel.”
“You still haven’t answered my question, Spear Slayer.”
“Do you have a rope?”
Gilgamesh showed him he did.
“This must be Nimrod’s idea,” muttered Odin. “He likes pulling the wings off flies. You’ll get me to say yes and then laugh at me and leave.”
“My offer is genuine.”
“Once I get out I’m supposed to do something for you, is that it?”
“Of course.”
“And then it’s back into the hole with me?”
“That depends,” Gilgamesh said.
“On my good behavior? On whether I sell my soul to Nimrod?”
“No. On whether you’re still alive after Nimrod is finished with you.”
A cold feeling swept through Odin. He felt bitter. A moment later, he shrugged. “Toss the rope. I could use a vacation.”
Gilgamesh threw one down, instructing Odin to tie it under his armpits. The mud made sucking, slurping sounds and the cord bit into his flesh as he swayed upward. He emerged through the opening.
Odin blinked at the morning light and laughed as rough hands pulled him the rest of the way up. Babel stood like a small mountain in the distance. Sunlight reflected off the nearby Euphrates. Three chariots were parked to his left, curious donkeys watching him. Men held him as his legs wobbled. He’d forgotten how to lock his knees. Finally, he indicated they could let go.
Their mouths twisted with distaste. Two of those who had been holding him wiped their hands on the grass. The last used a rag. Odin staggered and then swayed. He delighted in the sweet odor of the outdoors, breathing deeply. He marveled how bright the grass was and beautiful the horizon.
“You stink and look a mess,” Gilgamesh said, who waved off flies.
Odin ignored the even greater amount of flies around him as he scraped slime from his body, flinging it from his hands.
“You’re naked under all that mud,” Gilgamesh said. “We can’t have that for propriety’s sake. Here.”
Odin first wiped his face and then wrapped the rag around his emaciated waist. “Don’t I get a bath or at least a swim in the Euphrates?”
“No such luck,” Gilgamesh said. “But give him a drink and then let him eat.”
One of the Mighty Men, a youngster with tattooed cheeks, went to a chariot and lifted a waterskin from the peg.
“A drink, I said,” Gilgamesh said.
Understanding flickered across the warrior’s features. He drew a small copper flask from his belt pouch and pitched it to Odin.
Odin caught it and hesitated.
“Go on, drain it,” Gilgamesh said. “You’ll need it. Believe me.”
Odin worked out the cork and sniffed the strong brew. “What’s next?”
“A little exhibition of your skills,” Gilgamesh said.
Odin lifted his eyebrows. “I’m getting a spear?”
“Not just a spear, my friend. Gungnir.”
Odin corked the flask without having sipped and pitched it back to its owner. “I’ll take water if you don’t mind and then that food you talked about.”
“Hope eternal.” Gilgamesh shook his head. “What fools we are. But I can’t say I fault you. Let him drink.”
Odin stumbled to the chariot and chugged from the water jug. He debated flinging the jug at the nearest warrior, leaping aboard and trying to drive for freedom.
“You wouldn’t get far,” Gilgamesh said.
Odin saw how closely they watched him. “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “It was only a thought.”
Gilgamesh snorted. “Nor should we worry about being tied to a tree and left for the vultures and crows.”
“Is that what he threatened you with if I escaped?”
“It makes no difference what the threat was because you’re not going anywhere.”
Odin supposed that was true. Still, maybe being cut down by them would be better than anything Nimrod planned.
As if divining his thoughts, Gilgamesh said, “Hilda will soon be here.”
Giddiness filled Odin. He hadn’t thought to see her again. “Why is she coming?”
“I think the king wants to surprise you with it,” Gilgamesh said.
“Has she…” Odin let the question drop because he refused to think badly of Hilda. Instead, he poured water over his head, washing out mud and filth, and he poured it on his beard. Too much of the grime had impacted into the pores of his skin to allow him to be clean, but at least he looked human again instead of like some earth monster risen from the roots of a tree. One of the warriors handed him several sticks of jerky. He gnawed on the first one, making his loosened teeth ache. He was a shell of his former self. Thin because, like a hibernating bear, he had lived off his accumulated fat.
Gilgamesh frowned, turning away. He took several steps and then twisted back to face Odin. It seemed he wanted to speak, but he glanced sidelong at the other three.
“Here they come,” said the young warrior, the one with the tattoos.
Each of them gazed toward Babel, Odin chewing fast. Dust rose, indicating chariots, a cavalcade of them.
Gilgamesh marched near and clutched him by the arm. He glanced at the other three. They peered at him curiously. He let go of Odin and backed away, shaking his head. A moment later, he took out a rag and wiped his hand. “I didn’t have anything to do with what’s about to happen. It was all Nimrod’s idea.”
In sick apprehension, Odin watched the approaching chariots.
“Shouldn’t we bring him there?” the tattooed youth asked.
Gilgamesh signaled Odin. “Get in the chariot. You’ll ride with me.”
The ride was short, a place of dirt mounds and many pits dug into the grassy area. Not pits like his swampy hole, but wide and open to the air, usually fifteen feet deep and thirty feet across. Animal sounds came from several of them. One of the pits had a four-foot high, woven reed fence around it.
The three Mighty Men drew knives, surrounding and prodding Odin in the back.
“Escape isn’t an option,” warned Gilgamesh.
Odin watched the chariots pull in. Nimrod wore armor and Uruk the War Chief rode with him. Canaan came, Hilda—Odin’s throat caught. Hilda! Her hair whipped in the wind and she seemed pale. She wore billowing clothes and her mouth was a firm line of disapproval. As they pulled in and she saw him, she began to tremble.
“Don’t speak to her,” cautioned Gilgamesh.
“Why not?” Odin asked.
“It will be much worse for you if you do.”
The chariots halted. One by one, the crowd filed toward him. Hilda leaned on her grandfather Canaan’s arm. She looked away and then looked at him. It seemed she wanted to call out, but she looked at Nimrod every time she seemed ready to speak. The Mighty Hunter grinned as of old. His eyes shone as if he’d been drinking.
“Hilda!” shouted Odin.
One of the warriors kneed him from behind. He crumpled to the grass.
Laughter rippled from Nimrod’s crowd.
Anger swept away the terror. Odin rose, realizing he had learned nothing in the Well of Knowledge, at least nothing about controlling his rage.
“Odin the Traitor,” Nimrod said, striding to him, with Uruk on his heels. The War Chief carried a huge figure-eight-shaped shield. They weren’t taking any chances with him. Nimrod sneered, saying, “Bring him.”
The three warriors grabbed Odin by the arms, hustling him after Nimrod and Uruk. Gilgamesh hung back, his face a mask. They marched Odin to one of the pits.
Three snarling wolves looked up, shaggy, starved-looking creatures.
More Mighty Men took up position, hefting big shields like the War Chief. Canaan and Hilda stood behind them.
“Give him his spear,” Nimrod said.
Gingerly, from behind the shield wall, a man handed the spear point-first to Odin. As he stood on the edge of the wolf pit, Odin took it, realizing with a shock that it was indeed Gungnir.
“Hilda,” he said, grinning, hefting his spear. The warriors did him the honor of looking worried, shifting uneasily.
“If you use it on them, she dies,” Nimrod said.
Odin spun around. Nimrod and Uruk stood on the other side of the pit.
“What’s this all about?” Odin asked. He was surprised they feared him. He was a stick, a joke of what he’d once been.
Nimrod glanced at the wolves and then back to him. “Jump into the pit.”
“No!” Hilda shouted. “Don’t do it, Odin.”
“Ah,” Nimrod said, gracing her with a glance. “This is interesting. You speak to him.”
She paled and shook her head.
“You know what that means,” Nimrod said.
“No, no,” she said. “You mustn’t.”
“You know how to insure it doesn’t happen, my dear,” Nimrod said.
She bit her lip, blinking back tears.
“Whatever he wants out of you, Hilda,” Odin shouted, “don’t give in, ever.”
“Poor advice,” Nimrod said. “Now jump in as you value her life.”
Odin eyed the pit floor fifteen feet down. Even if he’d been in the best of shape, it would have been a chancy thing. Then one of the men of the shield wall pushed him.
Hilda screamed. Odin lost his balance. The wolves snarled, scrambling out of the way. One of them wasn’t fast enough. Odin fell on it so it yelped and broke his fall. The other two leapt from him. Groggy and surprised, he realized he still held Gungnir. He wobbled upright and the two wolves took to snarling. He lunged, stumbling because he wasn’t used to this and his thigh giving way because it had so little strength. He thrust his arms, stretching to reach, killing the nearest wolf. The other backed away, its hackles raised. He yanked his spear free and staggered against a dirt wall, panting, watching and judging his chances. He trembled uncontrollably, whether from lack of food or fear he didn’t know. He pushed off the wall, and soon the third wolf lay dead at his feet.
Still shaking, almost vomiting the sticks of jerky, Odin looked up. The others with their big shields crowded around the pit, with Hilda and Canaan looking over their shoulders.
“That was a dirty trick,” Odin said.
“Hand up the spear,” Nimrod said, his grin now frozen in place.
For an instant, Odin debated hurling it at the handsome face. Yet he wasn’t suicidal, at least not yet. So he poked it up. Gilgamesh took it. A rope ladder uncurled and Odin climbed out.
To the side, Nimrod spoke earnestly with Hilda. She had a knuckle in her mouth.
“What’s he saying?” whispered Odin.
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“You don’t know or you won’t say?” Odin asked.
“Won’t say,” Gilgamesh said.
“Very well,” Nimrod said loudly. “Bring him along.”
The shield wall moved behind the Spear Slayer, leaving only one way to go. Odin took it and soon he stood at a similar pit, except this one had the four-foot fence. Below, prowling back and forth, was a young male lion. Its ribs showed. The lion coughed and angrily swished its tail.
“This fight won’t go so easily,” Nimrod said, who swung open a small gate.
Odin’s throat was dry and he wondered how many pits the Mighty Hunter would take him too, how many he could survive.
“What’s it to be, Hilda?” Nimrod asked, stepping from the gate, giving Odin room.
“What’s he asking her?” Odin hissed at Gilgamesh.
Gilgamesh stared at him.
“Not to be his wife, I hope,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“What?”
Hilda sobbed.
“Into the pit with him!” shouted Nimrod.
Odin didn’t wait to be pushed. He’d been watching the beast. He scooted to his rear, with his legs dangling over the edge. Gilgamesh handed him Gungnir. With spear in hand, Odin slid down bellowing a war cry. The lion roared. They charged. Odin ducked, set the spear and took a raking to his left shoulder, one claw opening skin. Gungnir snapped, although the bronze point bit deeply into the beast. Bleeding, gasping, terrified, Odin dodged about in the small space as the dying lion crawled after him. Finally, it was over, but Odin was drenched with sweat mingled with his own blood.
Nimrod stood above, clapping. “An excellent show, don’t you think so, Hilda?”
Tears stained her puffy features.
“Throw down the ladder,” Nimrod said.
Odin was pushed to the next pit. Snakes, over a hundred of them, slithered upon each other down there.
Hilda moaned.
“What now, my dear?” Nimrod asked. “Are you ready to see noble Odin die?”
She moaned again. It was a pitiful sound.
Terror and pain wilted Odin’s courage. The idea of vipers slaying him left him paralyzed. Then he roared and tried to leap into the pit before Hilda could give way. Gilgamesh tripped him and two Mighty Men kept him down.
“No, Hilda!” shouted Odin. “Whatever he wants, don’t do it. He’s going to kill me anyway.”
Nimrod clapped again. “What a touching display. See how noble he is, my dear? Will you let such a noble man die such a hideous death?”
Hilda wept, and she went to Nimrod, taking his hand. “Please. Don’t do this.”
“You know how to save him,” Nimrod said.
“No!” howled Odin, struggling to get up.
“Choose,” said the king.
Hilda hung her head. She nodded.
“You’ll join Ishtar’s priestesses?” Nimrod asked, “and all that entails?”
She nodded again, sobbing, while Odin was hauled to his feet.
“Take him back to the hole,” Nimrod said. “His life has been spared thanks to the daughter of Beor.”
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Shem groaned in his sleep. Sweat bathed his face. Terror filled him. Jehovah spoke to him in a vision.
“You must go to Babel and there buy a clay jar from a potter. Take along some of the elders of the people and stand before the stairs of the Tower. There proclaim the words I tell you, and say, ‘Hear the word of Jehovah, O king of Babel, Erech, Akkad and Calneh and all you people. This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Heaven and Earth, says: Listen! I am going to bring disaster on this place that will make the ears of everyone who hears of it tingle. For they have forsaken me and made this a place of foreign gods. They have burned sacrifices here to gods that neither they nor their fathers knew, and they have filled this place with the blood of the innocent. They have built this Tower for a temple of adultery, prostituting themselves to false gods and yearning to set their throne above heaven. So beware, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when people will no longer call this place the Gate to Heaven but the City of Confusion.
“In this place I will ruin the plans of men and take back from them the breath of life. I will make them fall by the sword before their enemies and by the cup of wrath, and I will give their carcasses as food to the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth. I will devastate this city and make it an object of scorn; all who pass by will be appalled and will scoff because of its wounds. Men will flee in terror of one another and behave shamefully and with their daggers drawn, smeared with his brother’s blood.
“Then break the jar while those who go with you are watching, and say to them: ‘This is what the LORD Almighty says: I will smash this nation and this city just as this potter’s jar is smashed and cannot be repaired. Unity will forever vanish. Men will look upon one another as beasts, as beasts that bark, whine and snarl, their words confusing and bewildering. Beware! The hour of my wrath is at hand.’”
Shem groaned, and awoke, sitting up, staring into the darkness. Trembling, without waking his wife, he crawled out of the bed and knelt beside it, praying, asking that this task be taken from him. As he prayed, it was impressed upon him that three times every day he had sought Jehovah. He had prayed in the past that the One, the Redeemer spoken of in the Garden of Eden, would arise from the woman’s seed and destroy the Old Dragon, the Great Serpent, Satan and the Lord of Lies. He had urged Jehovah to deliver them from the bondage of tyranny and from the wicked rule of Nimrod the Dragon Slayer.
“This is the answer to your prayers,” seemed to say a still small voice.
Shem wiped sweat from his face and rose, silently praising Jehovah.
Later, after washing, eating and taking his shepherd’s crook, Shem went outside into the predawn chill. Normally men watched him, he knew. Every day he felt their eyes burn into his back. He walked through the sleeping town and to a wooden fence where huge hounds, shaggy brutes used to hunt lions, paced and sniffed one another.
Shem glanced at the stars. He stared for some time.
“What’s the matter with you, old man?” asked Chamoth, a Mighty Man.
Surprised, Shem regarded the warrior, the lean man in leather hunting clothes. He had a scarred face and a scarlet band tying back his long hair. Chamoth had the eyes of a wolf, savage, ever moving, watchful. He carried a deadly bow.
“Do you fear Jehovah?” Shem asked.
Caution entered those eyes. Then Chamoth sneered. “Did Jehovah help you when Nimrod smashed the host of Assur? Get along, old man. Quit bothering the hounds, and make sure your foot doesn’t stray outside these walls.”
Shem walked down the lane, heading to the wharf. It was still early, chilly, with mist rising from the Euphrates. He walked across the planks as they creaked, as water rushed underneath. Sitting on the far edge of the pier, with his feet dangling, he asked Jehovah how he was supposed to get out of Akkad and alive to Babel.
“Chamoth and his men will hunt me,” Shem said, “and the hounds will rend me to pieces. I cannot do as You ask.”
He waited for that still small voice.
The sun rose. A crane flew across the river, landing in some nearby reeds. On its long legs, the crane stalked frogs, spearing them with its bill, devouring them.
Sleepy eyed fishermen glanced at him as they pushed their punts into the river, paddling to their favorite locations, to toss nets.
Sighing, Shem worked up to his feet and walked off the wharf. He had to trust Jehovah. But he didn’t want to die, especially not by the teeth of hounds as they tore and snarled over him, pulling out his entrails. He had seen them slay a gazelle that way.
He passed the day as he usually did, praying, visiting others, working with his hands braiding rope or making pottery or writing his memories on clay.
Later, Ruth asked if he was feeling well. He went to bed earlier than usual. He smiled and told her not to worry. But he didn’t tell her what he planned. Jehovah had spoken. He didn’t want her trying to talk him out of it, and in doing so having someone overhear them and running to Chamoth to tell him to beware of Shem.
In the middle of the night, he woke, gathered his robe, staff, dagger, waterskin and a bag of bread. He crept outdoors into the starry chill. Akkad slept. He wasn’t sure, but he didn’t think a sentry watched his house at night.
One did watch, unknown to Shem. But the man had taken that moment to climb down from the neighboring roof where he watched and relieve his full bladder near the corner of a building. The watcher knew he shouldn’t have drunk so much wine earlier, but he’d only be gone from his post a moment.
Shem used that moment to walk away unnoticed, moving through the shadows. There was no moon tonight and only a single watch fire where two warriors warmed themselves by the main gate. He went to the wharf, to the tied boats. As Opis had done long ago, he borrowed a boat, slipping onto the dark Euphrates, softly paddling away.
He was amazed it was so easy.
With sure strokes, he dipped the triangular-bladed paddle into the water, the river swirling, gurgling around him and moving toward the Bitter Sea countless leagues downstream. A cold wind whistled past his ears and caused him to shiver. For several hours, he journeyed and then he worked toward shore. It was too chancy to stay on the Euphrates. It was a main thoroughfare for the Mighty Men.
The punt whispered against reeds as frogs croaked and crickets chirped. He jumped out, wading in muddy water, pushing the punt deeper into the reeds. He slung a leather band over his shoulder, carrying a waterskin and a pouch of bread, and he scrambled up the bank, spry and strong for a man two hundred years old. With his shepherd’s crook, he trekked inland, until his sandals no longer sank in mud but kicked up dust. He veered south to Babel.
At daylight, he crept into a stand of dry reeds, his stomach growling as a finicky herd of antelope chanced by. Maybe they didn’t like the way he shook the reeds when he crawled to the edge to investigate. They bounded across the plain and disappeared out of sight. Later, wild dogs trotted past, sniffing in the direction the antelope had gone.
Shem sipped from his waterskin. Then he dug with his knife until brackish water seeped from the ground. He grimaced and decided getting sick from dirty water bordered on lunacy. Unaccustomed to such exertion, he said his prayers and curled up to sleep. He awoke stiff and sore and wondered if Chamoth was already on his trail. He listened, but heard no baying hounds.
As the sun crawled out of sight, Shem rose and briskly started in the direction of Babel. Lions and hyenas remained scarce. He dug raisins out of his pocket and ate them one by one, chewing thoroughly. Around midnight, he came upon a stream, threw himself onto his belly and drank until his stomach ached. He felt bloated, but hurried on lest any night predators prowled near.
Later, he heard distant barking.
Shem looked back across the plain. Stars painted the night and the landscape dwindled into blackness, but nothing moved that he could see. It was soon going to be light. He told himself running was senseless. Old, two hundred-year-old men couldn’t outrun hounds. He strode fast nonetheless, praying, asking Jehovah to deliver him. He pointed out that he wouldn’t be here but for the vision.
The barking of deep-throated, vicious hounds grew. It clenched his stomach, and his pace turned into a quicker trot. The dreadful sounds moved closer, closer. He ran. Wild-eyed, he peered over his shoulder. His side ached and he wheezed.
How had they found him so quickly?
“Jehovah of my father,” he panted. “Deliver me from the hand of my enemy.”
A howl sounded closer than before. Shem put on a burst of speed. Then all he heard was the constant thud of his feet and his harsh breathing. The ache in his side clawed with pain, threatening to turn into a cramp that would make him fall. He didn’t want to die. He gritted his teeth and pressed his hand against the traitorous ache.
As the first rays of dawn streaked the night, a lion roared. It shocked him, terrified him and almost caused him to collapse in fright. A second roar sounded, and the barking changed in intensity. Faintly, it seemed, he heard men shout in alarm.
Shem twisted his head north, but he didn’t see anyone.
Hounds howled. Men screamed.
Panting, with sweat streaming down his face, he slowed to a walk. He had a blister on his left foot. As the sun climbed out of the horizon, he glanced back, but saw nothing but dry grasses, bushes and waterless ground. As the day heated up, he crawled under a thorny bush. The sounds of battle, between lions and dogs and men, had long ago faded.
“Thank you,” whispered Shem, and he fell asleep.
 





 
7.
 
Days later, around noon, Shem walked through Babel’s Lion Gate. He bore a dirt-caked robe and worn sandals. A nearly empty waterskin slapped at his side. His grimy hair hung to his shoulders and his already intense eyes had taken on a stark stare.
Mud-brick houses rose everywhere and the lanes were dusty like those in Akkad, only longer and convoluted and with two-story houses breaking up the monotony of uniformity. Sounds of bleating sheep, shouting children, doors slamming and clucking chickens as they searched for insects mingled with the sour-sweaty smell of humanity. A few women gave him a close glance. One or two men shouted a ribald joke concerning his appearance. The smell of fresh bread and roasting meat made his stomach growl. His food had given out a day and half ago.
The Shemite Patriarch stopped in the middle of a street that led to the Tower. Like a mountain, it rose above the city. It was magnificent, spellbinding in how the eye was drawn to it. At the Tower’s pinnacle stood a blue-colored temple glazed with lapis lazuli and faience. It seemed like a dreamy abode, a cloud that had come down to men, a mystical palace.
Women with water jugs balanced on their heads strolled back from the Euphrates and past him, eyeing the old man leaning on his shepherd’s crook. A pack of children ran screaming as they kicked a bundle of rags tied into a ball. A chariot rattled past with two warriors headed somewhere.
Shem took a deep breath, wondering how to gather the needed elders and gain a clay pot before Nimrod’s men picked him up. Then he spied a man hurrying along the street, carrying a large jar.
“You,” Shem said.
Lud frowned thoughtfully, in the way men sometimes do when they recognize another but can’t quite remember who he is.
“What do you want for that?” Shem asked.
“This?” asked Lud, hefting his clay jar. He hesitated, before admitting, “It’s cracked at the base.”
Shem smiled, and Lud looked at him even more oddly. Shem dug in his carrying pouch and pulled out a small gem. He showed it to Lud.
“You want to give me that gem for this jar?”
“Yes,” Shem said.
“Who are you? It seems I should know you.”
“I’m Shem.”
Lud’s eyes grew wide. He nodded sharply, handing Shem the jar and pocketing the ruby. Lud hurried away, throwing a glance over his shoulder and hurrying even faster.
Shem thought it profound and an excellent sign that the jar had a crack in the base. Now for the elders… He glanced around, and was amazed—and wasn’t—to see Kush, Menes, Put and Canaan walking together.
“Elders!” shouted Shem.
Kush, Menes, Put and Canaan turned. They recognized him, of course. Their shock was obvious. He beckoned them, and reluctantly they came.
“When did you arrive in Babel?” Kush asked. He wore a bizarre, three-cornered hat and a red robe with a cloth-of-gold belt. Only Put carried a weapon, a wooden bow and arrow case on his back.
“You must come with me,” Shem said.
“Come where?” Kush said.
“Over there,” Shem said, with his head pointing at the Tower.
They followed, muttering among themselves. He strode briskly and thus kept ahead of them so they couldn’t ask questions. He noticed that the plaza, the large area around the Tower, wasn’t dirty and dusty like the rest of Babel. Baked bricks had been laid down piece-by-piece. Cobbled, Shem thought the term was. Two boys at the other end of the plaza swept dirt from the cobbled bricks.
A weird feeling touched him. He didn’t recognize the feeling. It was too odd. Then he understood. The cobbled bricks, the Tower reminded him of a lost age, the Antediluvian Age, home. Well, it had been the home of his childhood and young manhood. He recalled that the Old World had been filled with wickedness. With a Flood, Jehovah had washed the Earth of evil. Now, like persistent sand in a desert, evil had reappeared.
Shem reached the Tower’s base, and the mighty edifice seemed even grander than before. It dwarfed him, made him feel small. He suspected they had planned for that, the architects of this monumental symbol of rebellion.
While curious people glanced at him, Shem turned and told the four elders Jehovah’s message; he unburdened his vision. When he finished, he lifted the clay jar and smashed it against the Tower, giving them the final warning from the LORD Almighty.
Menes and Put grew pale. Canaan scowled and Kush squinted.
“What sort of nonsense is this?” Kush demanded.
Shem couldn’t believe they didn’t understand. So he raised his staff and shouted, “Woe to Babel! Woe to the city of blood and rebellion! Jehovah has weighed you in the balance and found you wanting. Shave your hair, rend your fine garments and pour ashes on your head. Turn from your wicked ways and repent. The hour of Jehovah’s wrath is near!”
“I must report this,” Canaan said, lifting his long robe and hurrying across the plaza bricks.
Kush drifted away frowning and muttering.
Menes and Put continued to listen.
So Shem preached. A crowd grew. As it did, Shem took the first five steps up the Tower’s main ramp. The stairs led to the lone temple at the apex. Nothing on all the plain of Shinar stood so high and awe-inspiring.
As he spoke, a man and a woman descended the stairs from the temple. One was Semiramis, Queen of Babel and Prime Daughter of Ishtar. The other was Gilgamesh, Governor of Erech and friend of Nimrod the Mighty Hunter. Meanwhile, on the outskirts of the mob, an armored knot of Mighty Men with shields and spears shouldered through.
Shem raised his shepherd’s crook, as men, women and children of Babel looked upon him in growing fear.
“The Sovereign Lord has spoken to me,” Shem said. “He has sworn by Himself: ‘I will never forget anything they have done.’”
A low moan escaped the mob. It made the approaching warriors shove harder Fear entered their eyes and their leader, the War Chief, foully cursed. Semiramis and Gilgamesh halted above Shem and leaned their heads together. Gilgamesh pointed at something in the crowd. Perhaps it was Uruk.
“Jehovah showed me a basket of ripe fruit,” Shem said. “‘What do you see?’ asked Jehovah.
“A basket of ripe fruit, I answered.
“Then the Lord said to me, ‘The time is ripe for the people of Babel. I will spare them no longer. In that day,’ declared the Sovereign Lord, ‘the songs in the temple will turn to wailing. I will make the sun go down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight. I will turn your religious feasts into mourning and all your singing into weeping. I will make all of you wear sackcloth and shave your heads. I will make that time like mourning for an only son and the end of it like a bitter day.
“‘The days are coming,’ declared the Sovereign Lord, ‘when I will send a famine through the land—not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the word of the Lord. Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the Lord, but they will not find it.’”
Uruk the War Chief with his hulking, bronze-armored shoulders and his man-sized shield shoved lesser folk out of the way. “Come down from there, old man. Quit spouting your lies.”
Shem lowered his shepherd’s crook. He stood on the fifth step, only a little above Uruk and his helmeted warriors. “Who are you to interrupt the word of Jehovah?”
“Jehovah?” asked Uruk, shifting his shoulders, causing the fish-like scales of his armor to rub with a metallic shing. “I don’t believe you speak for Jehovah.”
“Woe to you, Mighty Men of Babel. For blood shall be repaid by blood.”
“Cast no more of your spells, old man,” Uruk said uneasily.
“Let him speak!” cried a man.
Uruk whirled around. So did his protecting shield-wall of warriors. They too bore man-sized shields. “Who said that?”
The mob pressed against Uruk, but no one dared admit to saying those words.
“Woe to you who practice divination and sorcery. The Lake of Fire will be your final destination.”
“No more,” said Uruk, sweat slicking his beefy features.
Shem took another breath to shout out yet another warning.
“Grandfather, why do you stir the people so?”
Shem glanced over his shoulder. Semiramis and Gilgamesh stood several steps above him. She had spoken. She was beautiful and wore a lovely long gown and a string of pearls across her forehead. Her eyes were green-painted and her lips red. She reminded him of Naamah, the witch who had once stolen his brother’s wits.
Thunder bubbled in his gut. Shem pointed with his shepherd’s crook. “You will play the harlot no more, daughter of Ishtar! You have led the people in apostasy.”
Semiramis went pale with fury. Gilgamesh tried to hold her back. She shook off his hands, advancing down the steps. “How dare you insult me? I serve the Queen of Heaven. War Chief, seize him!”
Uruk hesitated.
That inflamed Semiramis. She threw up her hands as if imploring the crowd. “He blasphemes Ishtar! He mocks the sacred rites.”
“Kill the old one!” a woman cried, by her makeup, beauty and costly apparel, a Singer.
“Nimrod will surely reward the person who first stones Shem,” a man shouted beside the woman.
“No,” said someone else. “He speaks for Jehovah. Leave the patriarch alone.”
“Semiramis speaks for Ishtar, a goddess!” another person cried, one with a conical hat, signifying her as a priestess.
Gilgamesh slipped past Semiramis and whispered to Shem. “You’ve stirred up a riot. Is that what you want?”
Shem’s shoulders deflated as he shook his head. “It’s no longer a matter of what I want. You’ve seen to that. This is in Jehovah’s hands.”
“You’re wrong,” whispered Gilgamesh. “It’s always in our hands.”
“Take him, Uruk,” Semiramis said. “Bring this blasphemer to my husband. Let the Mighty Hunter judge him.”
The War Chief hesitated a moment longer. Then he bellowed at his men, “Shield wall!”
The big men faced the crowd and locked shields as they drew long-bladed knives. Uruk took the remaining steps and reached for Shem.
“I wouldn’t do that,” warned Gilgamesh, his hand on an ornate dagger hilt.
Uruk recoiled, his upper lip curling, revealing yellowed teeth.
Several people in the crowd cheered Gilgamesh.
“The Queen has commanded me,” Uruk said.
“Gilgamesh,” Semiramis said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Stand back. Let the War Chief do his duty.”
Gilgamesh frowned.
Shem and he traded glances. “I’ll go with him,” Shem said. “Otherwise, I think there will be a riot.”
Gilgamesh yet hesitated.
“I said stand back,” Semiramis said.
Stubbornness flared in Gilgamesh’s eyes.
Uruk dared to put a hand on Shem, “Are you coming peacefully?”
Gilgamesh growled low under his breath.
“No,” hissed Semiramis, softly. “As you love me, stand back.”
Shem’s eyes widened. This woman was indeed Naamah reborn.
Gilgamesh wilted, and he nodded, taking a step up from Shem.
Shem turned to Uruk. “I’ll go with you. But you had better unhand me or a riot will start for certain.”
Uruk glanced at the crowd. Many glared at him and shoved closer. He removed his hand and hissed at the patriarch. Shem stepped among the warriors of the shield wall, and together they waded through the crowd. The warriors marched through twisting lanes and up wide brick steps, into a palace. Soon Shem stood before King Nimrod, who judged the case from his Dragonbone Throne. Kush sat in council with the king, together with Javan, the War Chief and Canaan the Magician.
“You’ve heard the charge of blasphemy against the gods and admitted to all of them,” Nimrod said.
Shem shrugged. He looked haggard, with bags under his eyes. The power of his words seemed to have left him.
“I still don’t understand why you didn’t stay in Akkad,” Canaan said. “You broke the terms of your parole.”
“He already told you why,” Kush said. “He thinks Jehovah spoke to him. That he had to obey the Voice.”
“Undoubtedly, Jehovah did speak to him,” Nimrod said. “It’s a last gasp before the end.”
Shem looked in wonder. “How can you be so foolish? Go to Mount Ararat if you don’t believe the Deluge destroyed the Earth. Examine the Ark.”
“Destroyed?” Nimrod asked. He glanced about. “This room doesn’t look destroyed to me. What do we walk on daily if not the Earth? Besides, we aren’t debating the actuality of the Deluge. We know it happened.”
“How then can you dare to stand against Jehovah?” Shem asked.
“Didn’t Jehovah promise never to send a Flood again?” Nimrod asked. “Isn’t that why we have rainbows?”
“Yes,” Shem said. “But even that isn’t the point. What happens after you’re dead? When your spirit departs the husk of your body, when the flame of life leaves your outer shell? Jehovah will judge you and send you to Sheol, the Lake of Fire.”
“So you say, old man. My gods say otherwise.”
“Then it’s true,” Shem said. “You’ve spoken to Satan, or to other fallen angels.”
“Of course it’s true,” Kush said. “I know you’ve heard how Bel appeared to the king before Babel was built. Why do you pretend to show surprise?”
“How could you boys have been so foolish?” Shem asked. “You know what happened in the Antediluvian Age. What you’re doing is insanity. It will bring the judgment of Jehovah upon you.”
“Enough!” Nimrod eyed him haughtily. “You say Jehovah is first, and I suppose you think He’s omnipotent. I say He’s been able to play a trick or two, but that isn’t the end of the game. If Jehovah is all-powerful, why does Satan still stand? Why does your Jehovah allow evil to exist, as you call it, if He has the omnipotent power to destroy evil? Either He desires to destroy evil and lacks the power or He’s lying about the wish to destroy it.”
Shem shook his head. “I can’t give you a complete answer, but you’re wrong. It’s a mystery why Jehovah allows evil for a little time.”
“A little time?” Nimrod sneered.
“Perhaps not as we mark time—but perhaps as we will mark it later in eternity. Think on this. Jehovah always was. Surely, to One such as Him time is very different than for us. Evil…” Shem shook his head. “It is a mystery why a holy Jehovah has allowed evil for this span of time. I suspect the possibility of evil was allowed, to allow us the freedom of choice. For if evil was impossible, how then could there be a choice?”
Nimrod snorted. “That’s an illogical answer worthy of a mystic. Mystery. Freedom of choice. Bah. Jehovah has lied to us. Jehovah claims He is holy and cannot stand sin, yet He allows it to exist. That is a sign of less than total power to anyone with the understanding to see. If I hate something, I stamp it out. Then there is this notion that Jehovah loves us, or He loves you his special ones, at least. And yet, Jehovah has allowed Babel to thrive. Why didn’t Jehovah protect you and yours during the Battle of Nineveh? The reason why is simple. There’s a war in the spiritual realm and Jehovah is losing. How can I tell? Babel thrives, as I’ve said. I have conquered you and not you me. And we have thrown off the yoke of Jehovah’s tiresome ways. Bel and Ishtar guide us, and Lucifer the Light Bearer will win and we will thereby win with him.”
The color drained from Shem. “You have sealed your doom, Mighty Hunter.”
Nimrod rose from the throne and snatched up his mace.
“It’s dangerous to kill him,” warned Canaan.
Nimrod hesitated.
“You are the dread sovereign of Babel,” Canaan said, bowing. “His words cannot harm you.”
Kush said, “Perhaps it would be wisest to send him back to Akkad, with a warning that if he ever sets foot in Babel again, certain of his favorites will be impaled. In another few years, after the people are fully accustomed to the new ways, then put him down if you still desire it.”
Nimrod resumed his throne. “No. Shem will stay in Babel, in the palace.” He grinned. “He will stay with the rats in a room I’ve had built in the lowest chamber.”
Shem wondered if that was a euphemism for the grave.
“Take him away,” Nimrod said.
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The gloomy chamber depressed Shem. It was under the palace as Nimrod had said. Uruk had opened a trapdoor and ushered him down a small spiral staircase into the earth. With a key, he had unlocked a heavy door and shoved him in.
Most of the time, it was pitch-black. When they brought him bread and water, his jailers used a torch and they gave him a lit candle. When the candle guttered out, he sat in darkness. He heard little other than his own breathing. His cell was five strides by five. With him were a reed mat and blanket, a bucket and several lumps of melted wax. He prayed, slept, ate and shuffled back and forth in his five by five cell. After several sleeps, he developed a cough, so he had something new to listen to.
Then one day after a meal of barley porridge, he heard the upper trapdoor creak and the sound of a man treading the stairs. The key rotated in the lock and on stone hinges, the door opened.
Nimrod set down a stool, sitting in the doorway. The king wore hunting clothes and his single-horn crown. “Please,” Nimrod said, “sit.”
Shem moved to his mat, sitting cross-legged, using the cell wall as his backrest. He coughed wetly.
“That doesn’t sound good,” Nimrod said.
Shem shrugged.
Nimrod studied him a moment longer. He smiled. It was radiant as of old. “You’re unlike your brothers. My Grandfather Ham is a drunkard trying to reform with occasional flashes of glory. At times, he surprises you and then later he sits in his house carving his elephant ivory, seeming to have no care in the world. Japheth poses and brags about his wisdom. If you don’t praise him often enough, he frets and sulks in silence. But you have visions. You seem to take everything in stride. Now I’ll admit that you don’t come up with interesting inventions and cunning artifices. Ham, as I said, surprises one with his insights and brilliance. But it’s meteoric, flashes, burnouts.”
Shem’s cough turned into hacking. He spat phlegm into the bucket.
“You’re different than your brothers. You understand more about the spirit world than the rest of us.”
Shem shrugged again.
Nimrod rested an elbow on his knee, stroking his chin. “You’re more like Noah. And in that sense you trouble me.” The king patted his sheathed dagger. “Part of me says, kill him and be done with it. The other half suggests caution, that perhaps I should glean information out of you. That you might help me discover in what ways Lucifer lies to me. I doubt the prince of angels gives me the whole truth.”
“After that you’ll kill me?”
“You could join us,” Nimrod suggested.
Shem smiled.
“Isn’t joining us than better than death?” Nimrod asked.
“No.”
“So you truly believe in Sheol, this Lake of Fire?”
“I do.”
“Because Jehovah said so?”
“Exactly.”
“What is it like having Jehovah talk to you? I’ve only heard Bel and Lucifer.”
“Listening to Jehovah makes your belly sink and your knees weak. It makes you feel dirty, small and insignificant. Then you thrill to have the Creator agree to speak with you. It’s the most marvelous thing in the world.”
“Better than sleeping with a beautiful woman?” Nimrod asked.
“Of course.”
Nimrod considered that. “Lucifer showed me the beginning. It was awesome, as you say. I saw the angels at their birth, or at their evolution.”
“Their what?”
“The angels evolved.”
“What does that mean?”
“Lucifer says its means they were self-created.”
Shem snorted, which brought on another bout of coughing. He shook his head. “He is the prince of liars. Jehovah created the angels.”
“Jehovah certainly seems powerful. Yet…when the other gods are ranged against Jehovah, who will win?”
“Jehovah.”
“How do you know that’s the truth?”
“Who brought the Flood?”
Nimrod rubbed his chin. “Jehovah says to us, don’t do this, do that, serve me in such and such a way. It is very tiresome.”
“Jehovah is the Creator. It is His right to do as He pleases. Consider, has your spear ever complained how you use it?”
“Of course not.”
“Neither should we complain how Jehovah uses us. He fashioned us just as you or some spear-maker fashioned your spear. Only Jehovah did more than that. You had to find wood and smelt ore to make bronze. Jehovah, out of nothing, made the substance out of which He fashioned man.”
“That’s an interesting thesis. But I am not a piece of wood or bronze. I am a man.” Nimrod grinned. “Soon I am to become a god.”
“No. Soon you are to die.”
Nimrod scowled.
“You are like mist in the field. The sun or a strong gust of wind will make you vanish. You are like the grass that withers, dies and is thrown into the fire. Trust Jehovah and live. Defy Him and you will find yourself pitched into the Lake of Fire.”
“No!” roared Nimrod, leaping to feet. “I am Nimrod! I am the Mighty Hunter! I will not bow my neck to some tyrant even though he threatens me with terrible perils. I will war against Jehovah. Even better, I will gain allies, have gained allies, and with them I will storm Heaven and unseat Jehovah from his throne. Then freedom will reign. Why do you think I have built the Tower? Out of sheer megalomania? That’s what many think, but they are wrong. It is a staging area, a mystic link to the other realm, to the spirit world. Lucifer himself will come down and teach man wisdom. He will help us fight.”
“You are a fool, Nimrod, a dupe of Satan. Think well on what happened in Eden.”
“I have, old man. Adam and Eve gained insight. Before that, they were buffoons, playthings and toys for Jehovah. Then Lucifer opened their eyes and they knew good and evil. Yes, Jehovah drove them out of Eden, because he feared this new man. But soon, soon, old man, Jehovah will have to pay for his arrogance, for his bluster and tyranny. Soon mankind will arise with dreadful powers and Heaven itself will shake. And I, Nimrod, will lead the charge. My throne will last forever. None shall topple me. This is what I have been promised.”
“By the prince of liars, which means you have a fool’s bargain.”
Nimrod’s hard eyes narrowed. “Call me a fool again and I’ll kick you to death.”
Shem looked away.
After a time, Nimrod picked up the stool. “Perhaps a day or two without food will clear your senses. People say fasting is a useful endeavor. We’ll talk afterward.”
The door slammed. The lock turned. Footsteps grew fainter and the trapdoor above thumped shut.
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The Glorious Day of Celebration of the completion of the Tower and the temple atop it neared. As ordered by Nimrod, people poured from the four cities of the north and from the cities in the plain of Shinar. They thronged the streets, staying with friends or relatives, marveling at the splendor of Babel. The great city seethed with activity as anticipation of the day rose. Feasts, wine drinking and dancing, the nightly festivities primed them for what some whispered as the coming grand debauch. They wore colored woolens dyed bright red, purple, yellow and green. During the day, they trooped past the mighty monument in the plaza, seeing the work of the hands of men, impressed, awed and certain now that their name would shine throughout eternity.
The Tower of Babel arose seven imposing levels or terraces, a man-made mountain, some said in imitation of the Holy Mount of Heaven. The bottom terrace was painted white, and each succeeding level was black, red, white, orange, silver and gold. On the peak, reached by three sets of stairways, stood the temple, the holy shrine, of enameled blue bricks. The proud Tower of Babel filled hearts with dreams of glory, of might, of staggering possibilities. A civilization had fallen, but now one rose up that would dwarf the ages. The Age of Man, of heroes and builders, was upon them. Like a beacon, the Tower beckoned them to achieve greatness. Here we stand, humanity, proud, bold and assertive.
Flanking the main ramp were two tall, leather-covered objects. They had appeared one morning after a night of enforced curfew and constant wagon creaking and the lowing of oxen. Three times the height of a man and guarded hourly by warriors, the people wondered what lay under those tied-down tarps.
In the middle of the morning a few days before the celebration, a worried Minos tiptoed through one of the palace’s hidden corridors. He held a golden lyre under one arm and wore a purple tunic and a garland of flowers in his curly hair. With a wary look that a rat stealing upon a cat’s saucer of milk might have, he approached a door and lightly rapped upon oiled wood.
The door opened suddenly, almost instantly, and an angry Semiramis ushered him into a room full of flowers in colorful vases, with perfumed furs kicked into a corner. She wore a sheer piece of linen that ill-concealed her beauty, with her hair piled high and held in place by several ivory combs.
“Why didn’t he show?” she snapped.
“His wife arrived yesterday,” Minos said. “He sends his sorrows and asks that you understand.”
“Did he sleep with her?”
“Sister,” Minos said soothingly. “Uruk saw to that. I’m told Opis shudders if Gilgamesh even glances at the bed while she’s in the room.”
Semiramis fretted with a smooth cord that bound her slight linen slip. “It’s a pity any of that had to happen. I don’t rejoice in it.”
“Of course not,” Minos said.
Semiramis glanced at him sharply. “I’m in no mood for your mockery.”
“You don’t think I feel similar regret? Plotting a rape, gathering the scoundrels needed for it and then harming an innocent girl… It’s a terrible deed, and your conscience has enough weighing it without this added insult. Fortunately, a single cup of poison can clear everything. Away, guilt! Away, conscience! The thought is breathtaking.”
“One day you’ll go too far, dear brother. I promise you that.”
His grin was crooked. “It’s lucky for me then that you break every promise you’ve ever made.”
Thoughtful worry replaced her rage. “Have I misjudged you, little brother? Does your nerve crack?”
Minos turned away, and he began to pace.
“Look at me, Minos.”
He sat on a stool and set down his lyre. It seemed that his hand trembled.
“I shouldn’t have asked for your help in this.”
“Don’t worry about me,” Minos said.
“He mustn’t suspect.”
“Don’t you think I know that? My blood freezes every time he looks at me. Then I tell myself: All he can think about is godhood, about his coming apotheosis. He can’t tell that my hand shakes, or that my notes are sour, that his Singers misstep their dances because of it. But some of the Singers frown at me as they twirl about him. Oh, yes, they know because I’m constantly wiping sweat from my forehead and because I stink like a reeking warrior.”
“Minos,” Semiramis said. “Your part in this is easy.”
“Do you know that I can already feel the impaling spike in my guts? It haunts me, the thought of hanging in midair as the stake drives the life out of me in horrible agony.”
“Minos,” she said, paling. “You mustn’t talk like that.”
He leapt to his feet, taking one of his sister’s smooth hands. “Reconsider,” he pleaded. “No one can defeat Nimrod. He is invincible.”
“He’s dangerous. No one has said otherwise. But hubris has stolen his cunning. He’s like a bloated viper, a killer that has consumed too much. Thoughts of the coming transformation have unhinged him. This is the moment to strike, this and no other.”
“If we fail, his wrath will be terrible.”
“We mustn’t fail.”
Minos shivered. “Easy to say, but hard to achieve.”
“Think on this then and grow serene. I will soon be a goddess, the Queen of Heaven. And I have not lost my wits, for I know this is only a title, a matter of policy, not some real metamorphosis.”
Minos shook his head. “I don’t know, sister. There are powers at work here… Perhaps Nimrod really will become a god.”
Her certainty fled as fear reentered her eyes. She turned away. “It is hubris to believe that mortals can turn into gods. One mustn’t fall prey to the illusion.”
“Your husband doesn’t strike me as a dreamer, and there lies my terror. Nimrod has always been frighteningly realistic.”
Semiramis took a deep breath, facing Minos. The smile had returned. “Nothing is as realistic as poison, as a dagger in the back.”
“Or the impaling spike.”
“Enough. You will stand by me, Minos. Quivering like a mouse or standing bravely, you and I are in this together. Don’t forget that.”
He nodded, and he tried to smile. It came off as a painful grimace.
“Find Gilgamesh. Tell him that I forgive him for not seeing me last night. I suppose there will be time enough for that later. Tell him to be ready, but not to move until I give the signal.”
“What if he backs out?”
“Gilgamesh?”
“It’s possible. His wife has a strange effect on him. He seems to ooze with remorse when she’s around, as if he’s guilty.”
A dangerous look hardened Semiramis’s beauty. “That particular problem will be easy to solve.”
Minos seemed to take strength from her bloodthirsty desires. He picked up his lyre, standing and bowing. “With your leave, Goddess.”
“Not yet,” she said. “Not yet. But soon I shall be Queen of Heaven. Now go. Do as I have bidden. And mask your terror lest you bring ruin to us all.”
 





 
10.
 
Guilt consumed Gilgamesh. Since Opis had arrived in Babel, it roiled in his guts. Whenever she turned her doe’s eyes to him, he felt dirty and soiled. He yearned to tell her all, to beg forgiveness and flee this wicked city and its bewitching queen. But he couldn’t. Every time he tried to tell her—well, the one time—the words stuck in his throat. He was filthy with desire for the queen, trapped, hog-tied, an ox ready for slaughter.
He stood in the plaza. It swarmed with people. Everyone wore finery, waiting before the Tower. The great day had finally arrived.
Gilgamesh swallowed as drums rolled, flutes piped and cymbals clashed. The people parted for priests, priestess and the virgin attendants of the Eternal Flame. The holy ones filed through the massed crowd. They approached the ramp, halting at the foot of the stairs, the long brick steps that led up to the blue temple of Babel.
The drum roll increased. Trumpets blared. Nimrod and Semiramis approached.
Gilgamesh’s stomach hurt as he first eyed Nimrod in his garment of red and single-horn crown. Once, none knew Nimrod better than him. Old friend, thought Gilgamesh. Then he couldn’t look at the king. His eyes lingered on Semiramis. She wore a red robe and lustrous fish-eyes strung across her forehead.
“The scarlet woman,” Gilgamesh said.
Opis glanced at him. But he refused to meet what he knew would be her questioning gaze.
The two sovereigns of the world moved majestically. They ascended the steps. But instead of marching to the temple, to the pinnacle of the great Tower, they moved unto a square block a story above the plaza crowd.
On the massive block, Nimrod glanced at his queen. She nodded, stepping back. He moved to the edge.
One push, Gilgamesh thought, and they needn’t plot any longer.
A hush fell upon the plaza as Nimrod raised his arms, the garment’s long sleeves slipping to reveal heavily corded arms.
“Behold,” said the king, “the Tower of Babel!”
A roar erupted, a shout, wild cheering. Gilgamesh flinched as people threw rose petals into the air and cried out to the king. The thousands of petals fluttered like pink snowflakes, while Nimrod, high up on the block, turned and smiled at his queen. She bowed low before him. The cheering went berserk. The sound of it coursed through Gilgamesh’s body. “Nimrod! Nimrod! Nimrod the Mighty Hunter!”
Gilgamesh thrust his arm skyward, shaking his fist in time to the chant, yelling with everyone else. To not do so might arouse suspicion.
King Nimrod, standing on the edge of the block, basked in the adulation. Once again, he lifted his arms.
The cheering died down as the last rose petals fluttered to the plaza bricks.
“Behold,” cried Nimrod, “the gods who saved you!”
The War Chief and Kush each commanded a team. At their signals, warriors yanked ropes. The leather tarps around the slender objects flanking the stairs fell away.
Gilgamesh gasped. So did the thronged masses.
The sun glittered hurtfully off two golden statutes with cruel smiles. One looked like Nimrod and the other resembled Semiramis.
“Bel and Ishtar!” shouted Nimrod, “God of the Sun and Goddess of the Moon! To thee do we worship! To thee do we dedicate the Tower of Babel!”
Cheers rose again, although not as loud as before.
Then a wail rent the proceeding, one well off script. “Blasphemer!”
Gilgamesh, as did hundreds, craned to see who did the shouting. People parted from an area near the Tower’s base, as they might for a man with plague. Gilgamesh caught a glimpse of the man’s face. He didn’t know his name, but the man was definitely a Shemite.
“Jehovah is sovereign! Not these lifeless idols!” The Shemite shook his fist at the Mighty Hunter.
Uruk, with a squad of Mighty Men, pushed through the packed throng.
“We commit blasphemy!” the Shemite cried. “We must repent or we’re doomed!”
People shoved to get away, creating an open space around the man.
Gilgamesh stumbled in the tight confines of the crowd, holding up Opis. He watched the Shemite.
Uruk stepped near the man. The War Chief drew a long dagger and glanced upward at the massive block.
Nimrod twisted down his thumb.
Uruk’s blade plunged into the Shemite’s back.
The crowd moaned.
Mighty Men picked up the corpse, hiding it behind their huge shields.
“Bel and Ishtar rule our hearts,” shouted Nimrod. “It is them we serve.”
A ragged shout rose from the shocked crowd.
“Do you fear Jehovah?” bellowed Nimrod. “I do not. Jehovah.” He gazed into the sky. “Do You hear me, Jehovah? Do You see what I have done? Strike me now, Jehovah of Noah, Jehovah of Shem, if You are displeased with my actions. Come! Strike! I dare You to do your worst!”
Breathless, the masses watched their impious king. Nothing happened. The blue sky changed not an iota.
“Do you see?” cried Nimrod. “Jehovah is not there. He doesn’t hear or see what happened. We are free of Jehovah. We are free to worship Bel and Ishtar who will give us the desires of our hearts.”
The roar was louder than before.
Kush ran up the ramp. His rich robes flapped and his white beard swayed. He ran up twenty steps and then turned and shouted, “Nimrod the Mighty Hunter! You are a god, a son of Bel. I worship you, Nimrod, son of Bel!”
“Nimrod, son of Bel!” roared the Mighty Men, led by Uruk.
“You are a god!” shouted Semiramis, prostrating herself before Nimrod.
The crowd took up the cry. “Nimrod, son of Bel. You are a god.” The chant grew louder until rose petals again flew and fluttered.
Gilgamesh brushed a petal out of his face. He glanced around. Could one kill a god?
“Bow down to Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, son of Bel, the god who is among us!”
All around Gilgamesh, folk fell to their knees, worshiping. Soon only a few stood. Dragging Opis down with him, Gilgamesh bowed and pretended to worship Nimrod.
“Guide us, Nimrod,” shouted Kush. “Create an Empire over the Earth. Lead us into a new paradise, Nimrod, god of Babel.”
Nimrod seemed to glow in ecstasy as he soaked in the worship.
Gilgamesh trembled. What sort of fate lay in store for a god-slayer?
 





 
11.
 
Ham and Noah trudged along the road to Babel. From Mount Ararat, they had come these many months. Lions, wolves, bears and fierce aurochs and elephants, they had seen their share. With his bow, Ham had brought down enough game for their campfire, and wild fruits, tubers and nuts had added to their diet. They were not the men they had once been and the trip had taken longer than anticipated.
“We’ll be too late,” Ham said more than once.
Noah always shook his head.
Now, as twilight darkened the sky, seven hundred year old Noah leaned on his gopher-wood staff. Beside them, the Euphrates whispered in its rush to the sea, while on the other side the dry plains stood silent. 
“The city,” Noah said. “Look how it glows.”
Ham shaded his eyes. In the twilight before true night, his vision was worse than otherwise. “You can see Babel?”
“It’s as if the city is on fire. A thousand torches must have been lit. Or perhaps the sinking sun reflects off the waters.”
“I wonder what we’ll find?” Ham missed Rahab, and he anticipated her cheerful face. But surely, he was a hunted man. This time they might do more than just put him in a stock. He glanced at his father.
Noah was gaunter than before. The old man sighed, and they continued the journey as dusk deepened, as two old men walked along the dusty road.
Later, as crickets chirped, as stars twinkled and as a cool wind dried their sweat, Noah held out his staff. They were near cultivated land, but were still in the wilds. Because of his father’s nervousness, Ham expected to hear the pad of lions or the whining of a hyena pack.
“Take out your bow,” whispered Noah.
Ham slipped it from his back. A silvery plain devoid of reeds or bushes spread around them.
“Notch an arrow. Move softly behind me.”
Ham obeyed, his best arrow touching the bowstring as he rolled his shoulders, trying to loosen them for a hard pull and release. His stomach tightened as his father moved like an old leopard, wary, skillfully, but lacking the finesse of youth.
Ham sucked in his breath. A man with a drawn sword stood on the path. He had his back to them, and was tall and broad-shouldered. He wore a robe made of an unidentifiable material.
Ham frowned. A sword? It wasn’t a long-bladed dagger, but a true sword like men used to forge in old times. Ham drew his string one-quarter, wondering if he should send a shaft into the man’s back.
“Stranger,” Noah said.
The man turned. Darkness hid his face, although his sword gleamed with moonlight.
An eerie feeling filled Ham. Whether it came from the man or the sword, he couldn’t tell. Both seemed…unnatural…supernatural.
“Are you for us or against us?” Noah asked, who sounded strangely nervous.
“I am neither, son of Lamech. I have come as the commander of the armies of Jehovah.”
Noah sucked in his breath.
Ham eased tension from his string.
“Onto your face,” hissed Noah, over his shoulder. “It is the Angel of the Lord.”
Shock froze Ham. Openmouthed, he stared at the man. No, he stared at the angel. Darkness hid the angel’s face. But the sword, it seemed wet with terrible sharpness. With a croak, Ham dropped his bow. His knees turned to water. He fell onto his face, and he covered the back of his head.
“Take off your sandals,” the angel said, “for the place where you stand is holy.”
Ham kicked off his sandals. He was terrified and he screwed his eyes shut.
The angel moved near. All Ham could think about was that bright sword and that he was a sinner and a drunkard.
“I have come down to see the tower which the sons of man have built.”
“Mercy!” cried Noah. “I beg for mercy for my sons and grandsons and great-grandsons. They have been foolish, but surely they can be redeemed.”
“Noah,” the angel said, “you who are righteous in the eyes of Jehovah, listen: They are one people, and they all have the same language. And this is what they have begun to do. Now nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them.”
Ham wanted to cry out like Noah. He had a hundred questions. But his mind, all he could think about was how soiled he was, that he was unworthy. He yearned for the angel to leave, to take away the wretched feeling of sin. Yet he also wanted the angel to stay, to help him, to teach him more about Jehovah.
The angel stepped beside Noah, touching him with the sword. “I commission you to go into the city. You will stand by the tower and curse it.”
The sandals formed in heaven moved beside Ham. When the sword touched his shoulder, he nearly fainted from fright.
“Your task will be many years in the future,” the angel said, the words burning into Ham’s mind. “I commission you to remember.”
Remember…remember… The sword no longer touched him. Silence, until crickets chirped and a small creature rustled.
“The angel is gone,” Noah said.
Ham opened an eye. Noah stood, looking around. Of the angel, there was no sign. Surprised at his stiffness—how long had he been lying like this—Ham worked to his feet and retrieved his bow.
“Do you think he’ll return?”
Noah gave him an unreadable glance. His father seemed old, weary. “Come, my son, let us go into the city and fulfill these charges given us by Jehovah.”
 





 
12.
 
South of the city, Odin survived in the pit. Since the hour he had faced the wolves and the lion, Gilgamesh had visited him every second day. The governor of Erech brought him a loaf of bread and sometimes a joint of beef or a sack of onions, along with a water jug. One time, Gilgamesh had thrown down ointment for his shoulder.
The shoulder wound from the lion’s claw didn’t blacken and turn gangrene, which amazed Odin. He swept off flies and tried to keep it clean, but in the pit, both proved impossible. It festered, oozed pus and swelled, but cleaning it with the precious water and smearing on the ointment saved it.
Odin didn’t know why he bothered. He would never again leave the pit.
Sunk up to his hips in the slime and muck, he peered at the starry hole ten paces above his outstretched hands. The guard had gone to Babel for the grand celebration, for a night of revelry. It made no difference. How could he possibly clamber up the sides and crawl like a spider on the dirt ceiling until he reached the hole? He tried to understand why Gilgamesh had bothered with the humanitarian gestures. Because of it, his days lingered longer and his lot seemed bleaker. He wasn’t delirious, but aware, with enough strength to think and plot and thus worry and despair.
“How about enough strength to dig out to freedom?” he muttered.
He didn’t think so, but the alternative was eventual death. So Odin waded his way through the filth. Normally, the guard posted above wouldn’t have permitted this. Using his hands as spades, he dug into the earthen wall. The clayey substance was difficult to penetrate. But what else did he have to do?
After an undeterminable amount of time, he had dug out a small shelf not quite large enough to crawl into. Then he heard a chariot and his hope became ashes. That he felt bitterness galled him. He shouldn’t have hoped. That had been foolish.
Soon a torch waved above. “Odin, can you hear me?”
“Gilgamesh?”
“Are you strong enough to climb a rope ladder?”
Surprise stole Odin’s words, almost his wits.
“Odin?”
“Throw it,” Odin said in a thick voice.
A rope ladder uncurled. “Let me peg it down before you climb.”
Odin waited, with his limbs tingling. He kept touching the ladder, wondering if it was a dream. But his shoulders ached from digging and he had lost several fingernails while scrabbling in the hard clay. At the okay from Gilgamesh, he fought up the ladder, soon squeezing through the earthen hole. Seeing Gilgamesh didn’t surprise him, but Semiramis dressed in hunting leathers certainly did.
Filthy mud caked his nakedness and the joy of freedom should have drowned out other thoughts. Nonetheless, Odin felt exposed, and he crouched low. “What sort of trickery is this?”
“Nimrod has become a tyrant,” Gilgamesh said, as he unhooked his cape. “The king has become unbearable and overbearing to those who love freedom.”
Odin gratefully knotted the cloak around his waist, standing, feeling manlier because of a garment. “Nimrod has long been a tyrant. Because of it, you are the ruler of a city. So why does tyranny suddenly matter to you now?”
“There are other things than power,” Gilgamesh said.
Odin glanced at Semiramis. She had bewitching power, and it seemed she had used it on Gilgamesh, the poor fool.
“Nimrod calls himself a god,” she said, her fury ill-concealed. “He has made us bow down and worship him. But that isn’t enough. He also plays stallion with the Singers and now dares to do so with the priestesses of Ishtar.”
“On certain nights,” explained Gilgamesh, “a selected priestess of Ishtar will climb the Tower’s ramp and spend the night in the temple. There she will wait for Bel or some other god to descend from the stars and sleep with her so she may bear his child.”
“To create Nephilim?” Odin asked, stunned at such wickedness.
“No!” Semiramis said. “The priestess won’t sleep with a god, but with Nimrod.”
“He claims he is a god.” Gilgamesh spat on the ground. “Tonight the city has gone mad with the celebration of it. No one is sober. Tonight the first priestess will await Nimrod on the temple couch.”
“Can you guess who the girl is?” Semiramis asked, staring intently.
Odin’s jaw dropped. “Hilda?”
“Unless you reach her before the deed marks her as one of his many new concubines,” Semiramis said.
Odin felt numb.
“Tonight is our chance,” Gilgamesh said. “We must rid ourselves of the tyrant and regain our freedom. All the Mighty Men adore him and now most of the people as well. For who would dare strike a god? I alone can’t slay him, or I can’t risk Semiramis that I can. After all, he is Nimrod the Mighty Hunter for a reason. I need help.”
“Let me help,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh strode to the chariot and took out a spear. He pitched it to Odin. “It isn’t Gungnir.”
“It will do,” Odin said, a thrill running through him. He became thoughtful. “I stink too much to climb the Tower unnoticed.”
“A quick dip in the Euphrates will solve that,” Gilgamesh said. “Hurry. Board the chariot. We’ll tell you the rest of the plan along the way.”
 





 
13.
 
A grim-faced Noah and an amazed Ham entered the city through the Sheep Gate. No one stood guard and the nearby houses and homes were dark. Across from them, in the city center, the smoke of a hundred torches and various bonfires illuminated the Tower.
“I hear the sound of battle,” Ham said.
“No,” Noah said. “That is singing you hear, and the clash of cymbals and the mockery of pipes. Alas! I fear for my children. They are about to bring down the judgment of Jehovah.”
“What do you mean?”
“I am commanded to curse the Tower,” Noah said.
Ham thought of Noah’s curse against Canaan. It hadn’t seemed to bother his youngest son. Neither Canaan nor any of Canaan’s sons were anyone’s slave—unless one counted them as Nimrod’s slaves. But then so were Shem’s sons and Japheth’s too.
“What if Nimrod catches you?” Ham asked.
“Say rather: What if I catch Nimrod?”
Ham glanced sharply at his father. Kedorlaomer and his bloodthirsty sons had long ago thought to beard Noah, and had found out what the crazy old man was capable of. Nimrod, however, wasn’t Kedorlaomer. And the Mighty Men were tougher than archers of Havilah. Ham wondered if perhaps the angel with his terrible sword might aid them, as an angel had once aided Noah when he had faced down Ymir and Naamah.
His father and he stalked through the dark city, through its winding lanes and twisted paths, all the while the sounds of revelry becoming clearer. An awful feeling of doom began to fill Ham. It constricted his chest, making breathing difficult and his stomach clenched until he groaned, leaning against a mud-brick wall.
“What ails you?” Noah asked, a strong hand clutching Ham’s arm.
Ham licked his lips. A drink…no, he must face his fears. He pushed off the wall. “I’m all right.”
Noah eyed him.
Then a loud unified shout, a crowd roar, caused them to peer at the Tower. They had penetrated about half the distance to it and could make out certain details.
Noah grunted.
“What is it?” Ham asked. His father’s eyesight was better.
“A man walks up the stairs. He wears scarlet, and he moves quickly.”
A wild chant filled the night, the mob sounding like some gargantuan behemoth. Pipes piped louder and with greater abandon while drums thudded like a beast’s heart.
“It will be crowded there,” Ham said.
Noah stroked his beard. Then he tapped Ham’s cudgel, one thrust through his rope belt. “Put away your bow. Use that instead.”
Ham squared his shoulders. Tonight, he would play the part of a true son of Noah, the man Jehovah called righteous.
They trod the dusty lanes, slipping through the city like ghosts, until Ham noticed a mark on a door of a red-wined black bird.
“Wait.”
“There is no time,” Noah said.
Ham opened the door anyway, and he wasn’t surprised to see Rahab rocking in her chair, mumbling to herself, as a candle flickered. Praying, Ham realized. How beautiful she looked. Her skin was wrinkled and weathered and she wore a hood, while her knotted hands were clasped together in her lap.
“Wife.”
Rahab opened her eyes. She stared unblinking, perhaps thinking him an apparition.
“Your husband has returned,” Ham said, grinning.
She leapt up and ran to him, hugging him. “Oh, Ham, darling!”
“Rahab,” he said, kissing her. How he had missed her. “Rahab, we’ve come—”
“We?” she said, letting go. “Noah.”
“Hello, Rahab.”
“What are you doing here?”
“We go to the Tower,” Ham said.
Rahab became concerned. “The people have run amok. They…” She shook her head. “The things I saw today… You might not be safe, Father.”
Noah became stern. “Come,” he said, “the hour of judgment grows near.”
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It didn’t seem possible, but the sternness on Noah’s face grew as he looked upon the revealers. Ham was appalled.
In the plaza surrounding the Tower, people danced, fluted and guzzled wine. They twirled, shedding robes and garments, laughing and crying out in intoxicated joy. Men and women embraced, many kissing. Watching them stood two golden idols. The idols seemed to leer, to mock and to watch carefully, noting who most loved the New Order. And the Tower, like a beast it brooded, shadowing all, like a behemoth it engulfed the night by its mass. Above everything, grand torches flickered from the blue temple atop the Tower, the gateway to the stars, to the heavens, to the very glory of Jehovah, or so it seemed.
“This is monstrous,” Rahab said, while holding onto Ham.
“Ready your club,” Noah said.
“They’ll mob us,” Ham said.
Noah glanced at him.
Ham dropped his gaze. He was terrified. He didn’t think it would be like this. He hefted his club nonetheless and took a deep breath, trying to calm his tripping heart. Death…the night stank of it. Destruction. Doom. “Lead, Father, and I will follow.”
Noah didn’t smile. He was too grim-faced. Yet his eyes tightened, and he reached out to his son. Ham wrapped his fingers around his father’s thick wrist; Noah’s big hand gripped his wrist. “Live or die, we serve a mighty Jehovah,” rumbled Noah.
Death, Ham thought. It came to every man. “You must go back,” he told Rahab.
“No,” she said. “Where you go, I will follow.”
“Good,” Noah said. “Let’s start.”
They waded into the drunken crowd, shoving aside revelers. Noah wasn’t gentle with anyone that bumped him. He pushed and knocked out of the way men and women, those twirling, dancing and singing with glazed eyes.
Ham practically trod on his father’s heels. He expected people to turn and shout with recognition. But they didn’t. They danced, consumed with their unholy passions. None thought to see, to look up at the man who sent them reeling. Ham frowned. Not everyone seemed that drunk. He saw Zidon laughing, and beside him, Put shouted in exaltation. Several of his granddaughters twirled around him, and he was shocked to see that they had disrobed from the waist up.
“What’s wrong with them?” whispered Rahab.
“They’re mad,” Ham said. “They’ve become possessed.”
“Why don’t they see us?” Rahab said.
“Perhaps folly blinds them.”
“No,” Noah said over his shoulder. “Jehovah is with us.”
Ham debated grabbing one of the revelers and shaking him, trying to make the man see him. Then he realized how stupid that was. For what if the man did recognize him and shouted warning to the rest? He contended himself with following his father, now and again thrusting a dancer away from Rahab lest she be crushed.
Noah grunted. He stood at the Tower’s base.
Ham looked around, images burning into his memory.
Noah lifted his staff and struck the Tower, beginning to lay his curse.
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Inside the temple tiled with blue stone and with blue-green faience, Hilda wept as she sat upon the couch.
The inner room was large and circular-shaped, with candles mixed with frankincense set in silver holders providing smoky, incense-laden illumination. She coughed from the fumes, and with her fingers, she touched her hair, glancing up. High on the ceiling had been painted the zodiac, only horribly changed from the one first created by Father Adam, Seth and Enoch. The Virgin, Virgo, the first sign, had become the Queen of Heaven, and she looked remarkably similar to Semiramis. At the end of the zodiac Leo, the great sidereal lion, had become the mighty King of Heaven, which was the sign of Nimrod and resembled the Mighty Hunter. Between Virgo and Leo, each of the other signs had also been transformed, invested with the personalities of gods or angels, the heavenly host.
The Luciferian host! These dark gods, these fallen angels, promised occult mysteries and demonic power, anything that the mind of man might conjure. This was the Gate to Heaven, the road of working to and recapturing paradise lost. Yet to Hilda staring up at the satanic images, it seemed instead like the yawning path to the abyss. Astrology was the way of doom and destruction.
Bizarre and lurid paintings blazoned the temple’s walls, too frightful and disgusting to stare at for more than a moment.
Hilda shuddered as she sat upon the fine couch. She ran her palms over the rich linen, colored a deep purple. How costly and expensive this was. Beside her stood a golden table, upon which stood a pitcher of wine and two silver goblets. Otherwise, the great room was devoid of furniture. Red tiles on the floor, porphyry, cunningly fitted together, gave the room a final, sinister feel.
Hilda wore sheer garments and had a painted face, with her hair perfumed, curled and teased into a beautiful mass. She felt like a whore, a harlot, and she hated herself for it. What would her father have thought? What would Odin think?
She wept, spoiling her beauty.
It had been a long and lonely walk up the ramp. People had cheered and saluted drunkenly. They had shouted as she walked up what they called the holy mountain. For many days, she had learned about Bel, Ishtar and the many new strange stories that went with these vile constellations.
Uncle Canaan had become strange, as had her cousins. She feared that the worst days of the Antediluvian Age were upon her, that bene elohim would descend and force her to bear a Nephilim child. Yet what could she do about it? If she refused, Odin would die.
She bowed her head and wept, unhearing of a silent tread.
“Hilda, Hilda, why do you weep? This is a glorious night. One that I’ve long awaited.”
She lifted her head.
Nimrod wore red robes, with a single-horn crown on his head. His eyes shone and he grinned in his manner of old. 
“What are you doing here?” Hilda asked. “Only the chosen priestess of Ishtar and the gods may enter this night.”
“But I am a god. Surely you know that.”
“No. You said before—”
Nimrod moved to the couch, sitting beside her, taking one of her hands.
She hadn’t the strength or will to resist.
“Surely you can’t believe that I would share you with Bel.” With his fingertips, Nimrod brushed her cheek. “You’re so desirable, Hilda. You’re beautiful beyond words.”
“You slew my father,” she whispered.
“That was a sad day. But Beor stood in my way. What else could I do?”
“So now you plan to rape his daughter?”
The grin widened. “It doesn’t have to be that way.”
She turned her head.
He, with his strong fingers on her chin, turned it back. He had magnetic eyes, powerful, compelling…majestic in a terrifying and strange way.
“If rape is the only way I can have you, Hilda…” He smiled, and with a brush of his hand slipped a strap from a shoulder. “You’re so beautiful.”
Commotion, sound, came from the temple entrance. Nimrod frowned, glancing around.
Hilda wondered if Bel had come to fight with Nimrod for the right of bedding her. She turned to see, wondering what a bene elohim looked like.
A wild-eyed man in a hood and a coarse cloak strode into the room. He bore a spear.
“Odin!” she cried.
Nimrod leaped to his feet, hissing, drawing a curved dagger.
Behind Odin jogged Gilgamesh with a shield and a glittering, long-bladed knife.
“Cut him down, Gilgamesh!” shouted Nimrod. “Kill him!”
A hard smile spread across Gilgamesh’s face. The two warriors approached the Mighty Hunter.
Understanding filled Nimrod. “Treachery!” he shouted. He dragged Hilda upright, maneuvering her before him like a shield, his dagger ready.
She stifled a sob as Nimrod’s iron-strong fingers pressed into her flesh.
The king shuffled obliquely, as if to flank them. “Strike me and she dies.”
Gilgamesh lunged. Nimrod threw Hilda. She flailed and struck the shield, knocked aside, spinning and falling, seeing Nimrod jump to Gilgamesh’s side. The warrior shifted, but Nimrod was fast, astonishingly quick. His curved dagger flashed. Gilgamesh grunted. Nimrod leapt back, blood dripping from his blade.
Gilgamesh crumpled to the floor, the shield clanging against the tiles.
Odin roared and heaved his spear.
With her head ringing from the shield buffet and her fall, sick with certainty that Odin would die next, she yet saw the spear fly true. Nimrod twisted. No man should move that fast, with such uncanny reflexes. Yet Odin was the Spear Slayer, a Mighty Man for a reason. The bronze head, razor-sharp, parted cloth and flesh before it flew on, clattering to the tiles, skidding, gouging porphyry.
The Mighty Hunter clenched his teeth, fury blazing from his eyes. Hurt, wounded, dripping blood, he uttered a war cry.
Odin drew a knife and roared likewise. Bronze blades clashed, sparks flew. Once, twice, three times the blades screeched and notched together. Then Nimrod cried out in exhalation, slashing, and his knife-edge cut Odin’s shoulder to the bone. The Spear Slayer spun away. Nimrod’s foot lashed out, kicking Odin in the head.
Odin thudded onto the tiles, blood leaking onto the already blood-red porphyry.
Nimrod snarled with delight.
Hilda, who had backed away during the short clash, knelt, picking up Odin’s spear.
Nimrod must have heard her even as he stooped to slice Odin’s throat. He spun cat-quick, yet not fast enough. The spearhead sliced his side, scraping bone, blood pouring from the cut. His hand blurred as he backhanded her.
She dropped to the floor; consciousness fleeing as Nimrod staggered to the temple entrance.
 





 
16.
 
Ham watched Noah strike the Tower as his father intoned an awful curse. It seemed as if Noah tried to dash the gopher-wood staff to pieces against the baked bricks. The ancient patriarch who had built the Ark rolled out the heavy words, each time punctuating it with a loud crack of his staff.
“Look,” Rahab said, with her arms around Ham’s waist. “Look at the people.”
Ham’s hand ached from clutching his cudgel for so long and so hard.
Whack! Noah cursed the Tower more.
“Ham,” said his wife. “Look at the people.”
His eyebrows creased together.
“The crowd, Ham. Look at the crowd.”
Ham tore his gaze from Noah. The singing had become discordant. Nonsense words rose all around him. It seemed as if in their drunken revelry the people had forgotten how to talk. That slowed their dancing and twirling and shouting and laughing and the throwing up of their arms and the grabbing and kissing of any that pranced past them. Some grew red-faced; others frowned, while a few jabbered in seeming shock.
“What’s wrong with them?” whispered Rahab.
Ham shrugged, and he clutched his cudgel even tighter.
Whack! His father’s staff hit again.
Ham turned toward his father, wondering what Noah had just said.
The old patriarch roared out garbled words, strange and foreign, making not a bit of sense.
Ham feared to interrupt his father. So he bent his head, listening to Noah.
Whack! More nonsense words, meaningless, like monkey chatter.
“Rahab,” Ham said. “What’s Noah saying?”
Her arms tightened around his waist as she peered into his face.
“Listen to Noah,” shouted Ham.
She did. Then she looked at him. “I don’t understand him.”
Terror hit like a kick to the stomach. Hadn’t the angel said something about one language? An awful foreboding caused Ham to turn back to the crowd. The singing had stopped. The people shouted at one another. He stepped to the nearest man, a Japhethite, Scyth by name. The man shouted at Zidon, who shouted back. Neither made any sense. Both spoke gibberish.
“What’s going on?” Rahab asked. “I don’t understand anybody.”
“I understand you.”
Rahab’s eyes grew wide. “Yes! That’s right.”
Noah stepped back from the Tower, closer to Ham. The white-bearded patriarch wiped sweat from his brow. Great weariness filled his blue eyes. Noah spoke gibberish.
“I don’t understand you, Father.”
Noah spoke again, making no sense.
“Is this part of the curse of Jehovah?” Ham asked. “Does no one understand each other?”
Noah shouted at him.
“That’s not going to help,” Ham said.
Noah paled. Understanding, shock and something like awe filled his leathery face. The old patriarch gazed upon the crowd.
So did Ham and Rahab.
Fights broke out. People shouted. A few of the folk ran screaming from the plaza.
Ham felt a heavy hand on his shoulder. He and his father looked upon one another. Noah spoke. Ham said, “You must be speaking another language.”
“Or we are?” Rahab said.
As soon as she said, it made grim sense. Noah, as the righteous man of Jehovah, probably spoke the original language. He, Ham, as a formerly great drunkard, no doubt was the one who spoke a new and strange tongue.
Noah held out his hand.
Ham took it so they shook hands.
Then Noah pointed north. He slapped his chest and pointed north again.
Tears welled in Rahab’s eyes.
Noah smiled sadly, and he hugged Ham. He squeezed the breath out of him. Ham hugged back. Did this mean that he and his father could never speak to one another again? The dreadfulness of it filled Ham with sadness and sorrow.
Noah let go. He hugged Rahab.
By now, shouting, raving and dangerous fistfights had broken out around them.
Noah lifted his staff, and he nodded at Ham and Rahab.
“We’d better follow him,” Ham said.
“Yes,” Rahab said.
The three of them waded into the screaming crowd, with Noah’s gopher-wood staff licking at any who tried to bar the way. Ham fought as the rear-guard, twice cudgeling a spit-foaming man raving out of his wits. It felt as if the world had gone mad, drunken on sin-fueled insanity.
 





 
17.
 
Hilda stirred on the temple floor. Every time she blinked, it felt as if spikes had been driven into her brain. An awful sense of doom filled her, a terrible certainty that this place was about to be destroyed.
She sat up, and she groaned, holding her hurting, throbbing head. She crawled to Odin sprawled on the red tiled floor. Tears dripped from her. “Please don’t let him be dead. Please, Jehovah.”
She stroked his red hair. “You came for me,” she whispered. “You saved me from Nimrod. Oh, Odin, if you’re alive let us be man and wife. Let us be as one this instant.”
As if he heard her—perhaps her words woke him—Odin stirred.
“Lie still,” she warned. “Let me check your wounds.”
“Hilda?”
“I’m here, my love. I’m here.”
As he turned over onto his back, she saw that Nimrod’s knife-cut hadn’t slashed anything vital. Using a cloth, she bound his side and helped him sit up.
“Can you walk?” she asked.
“I think so. But my vision is blurry.”
She peered into his eye as she recalled Nimrod’s vicious kick. “I’ll guide you down.”
“How’s Gilgamesh?”
She crawled to him. Her own head yet throbbed. The governor of Erech’s wound was worse. A lot of Gilgamesh’s blood had pooled around him. Then the terrible sense of urgency returned, squeezing her, compelling her. They had to get out here, out of the temple now!
“Gilgamesh,” she said, touching him.
He groaned.
She gulped, and she tried to bind his wounds, to stop the leaking of his life-fluids. Odin was beside her, his thick fingers checking the wound.
“It’s bad,” Odin said. “It’s soaked half his tunic.”
Gilgamesh opened his eyes. He whispered.
Hilda bent near.
“What’s he saying?” Odin asked.
She wanted to shake her head, but that would hurt too much. “I don’t understand him. He must be groggy, disoriented.”
Odin looked down at Gilgamesh. “We have to go,” he said, slowly, as if for a child. “Can you walk?”
Gilgamesh frowned, almost as if he couldn’t understand them.
“We can’t stay,” Hilda said.
“Agreed,” Odin said. “Nimrod will send killers after us.”
She hadn’t thought of that. She was more worried that something dreadful, something unexplainable was about to happen—soon!
They eased Gilgamesh to a sitting position. He croaked words that made no sense.
“Save it,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh lifted a shaky hand, clutching Odin’s wrist. He spoke again, seemingly more clearly, without slurring. It still made no sense.
“Later,” Odin said. To Hilda, “Help me get him to his feet.”
He was heavy for such a lean man.
“Let’s get out of here,” Odin said.
“We must hurry,” she said. The sense of impending, sudden and certain destruction had become close to unbearable.
 





 
18.
 
The hair on the back of Shem’s neck rose as terror coursed through him. All was dark in his cell under the palace. Yet it felt as if a presence was with him, a majestic and awful being, dangerous beyond words.
“Hello?” he asked.
Nothing. Dreadful, hideous silence, as if he stood in a midnight swamp with a monstrous crocodile ready to devour him.
Shem trembled and couldn’t stop, and he no longer had the will to speak. He bent his head and pressed his clenched fists against his mouth. He fought for self-control and his shaking had become paralyzing. Majesty beyond words, power and presence—Shem slid onto his belly, his trembling worse than if he lay naked on a glacier.
In an instant, it was gone! The wretched feeling passed.
Shem lay gasping. He wondered if his internment into this present and continual darkness had affected his senses, warped his judgment and slowly turned him crazy. Sweat drenched him.
He rose to his knees, deciding to fall onto his mat and sleep this off. But the terror of seconds ago had disoriented him. Which way was the mat? The darkness in his cell was absolute. So he crawled, feeling with his hands, shuffling on his knees. One shuffle, two, three, four. Was he simply imagining moving as he stayed in one spot? His cell was five strides by five. He should have bumped into the wall by now.
He straightened as he kept shuffling his knees, feeling out with his hands. Terror crept back as he kept shuffling, shuffling—his left knee struck the wall and he fell forward. Which was impossible. In that moment, he knew that he had gone insane. Then his hands landed hard, surprising him, shocking him back to reality at the jolt to his shoulders. He felt…he frowned severely. Confusion filled him. Until he realized— These were steps! Then…
He turned, feeling around with his hands, swinging them until his hand knocked against… He felt what had to be an open door. Yes! Yes! The cell door was open.
But…a chill swept through him. Who had opened the door? The imagined presence of a moment ago? Imagination doesn’t open doors.
Shem gulped, realizing now that his feelings were similar as to when he had visions. This had to be of Jehovah. He was certain of it. Had an angel been in his cell? He scowled, berating himself as he began to crawl up the stairs.
A cold, hard feeling grew in his gut. Something grim was going to be demanded of him soon. His smile was cold. His stay in the damp black cell had readied him for hard tasks. His head bumped against the ceiling. He fumbled for the trapdoor and hissed in elation as he pushed it upward.
 





 
19.
 
Hilda and Odin dragged Gilgamesh down the long ramp. Below a scene of madness greeted them. People fought in the plaza. Many lay as if dead, killed, bludgeoned to death. Frenzied shouts filled the night.
“Look at the sky,” Odin said.
Hilda craned her head. The stars were blotted out. That almost caused her to miss her step and plunge to her death down the stairs. No, no, not blotted out. A cloud hung over the city.
“It feels like rain,” Odin said.
Hilda gobbled silently. “Not rain,” she hissed, “lightning.”
“What?”
“Oh, Odin,” she sobbed. “It’s going to thunder and lightning.”
“How do you know?”
“That isn’t just a cloud,” she said, no longer daring to stare upward.
They resumed the march down the ramp, Gilgamesh’s feet thumping at each step.
“What do you mean that isn’t a cloud?” Odin asked.
She huffed at the heavy load of Gilgamesh. “Don’t you remember the story of the Ark? How right at the end, a cloud appeared to shut the Ark’s door?”
“That wasn’t just a cloud,” Odin said, “but the presence of Jehovah.”
“Right!”
All the blood drained out of Odin’s already pale face. He looked inhuman and his features stark.
“Hurry,” Hilda said.
Odin did.
 





 
20.
 
Uruk swore in rage, with his leaden mace clubbing down another fool. The man’s skull cracked, the body thumped onto the plaza bricks and gore oozed. The mace, a ball of lead, was his badge of office as War Chief. Beside him were his wine-besotted brothers, and a cousin, the only people left he could understand. They too bore weapons.
Order had to be restored.
“Uruk, look at that,” his younger brother said.
Uruk grunted. Odin and Hilda bearing a bleeding Gilgamesh stepped off the bottom stair of the Tower.
“That doesn’t seem right,” his brother said.
Bloodthirsty joy filled Uruk. He hated Gilgamesh, the one who had stolen Opis from him. He winced inwardly. That day on Gilgamesh’s bed with Opis, he should have enjoyed it. The shame of it haunted him every day of his life. He hated himself for what he had done to Opis, and he blamed that on Gilgamesh.
People scattered, fleeing out of his way.
“You!” roared Uruk.
Odin looked up, and so did Hilda.
Uruk’s eyes narrowed. Why had they been in the temple and how had they been bloodied? He had seen Nimrod racing down the steps before.
His brothers and cousin, bearing knives, surrounded these traitors.
“Who freed you?” Uruk asked.
Odin shook his head.
“So you won’t answer?” Uruk said, raising his gore-spattered mace.
He gave Odin this. The Spear Slayer didn’t flinch. Odin opened his mouth and barked like a dog. At least it made as much sense as a dog barking or a wolf snarling. Had everyone but his brothers gone mad?
Knives from his brothers and cousin poked Odin and Hilda. They weren’t going anywhere. That was certain.
Uruk grabbed Gilgamesh’s sweaty hair and jerked his head up. He almost leapt back. Gilgamesh glared at him like a berserk, a dread smile spreading across his bloody lips.
“Forgive me,” whispered Gilgamesh.
“Eh?” said Uruk. “You want my forgiveness?”
Gilgamesh’s eyes seemed to look right through him. “I have sinned against your wife,” said the delirious governor of Erech.
“You fool,” Uruk shouted.
Gilgamesh’s wild eyes cleared, and his bloody smile became hideous. He took a hand from his side. It held a knife.
For Uruk time slowed down. The razor-sharp knife punctured his stomach. The blade slid into him, biting inner organs. He roared, stepping back, pulling the hilt out of Gilgamesh’s grasp.
Uruk’s knees buckled. He crashed to the plaza. What was wrong with him? Oh yes, there was a knife in his guts. His head drooped as his brothers shouted at him.
A terrible boom like the end of the world forced Uruk to look up. Lighting, pure and shining, cracked into the blue temple on top of the Tower. The bolt jagged down from that dreadful cloud that blotted out the stars.
The temple exploded. Bricks, in his slow motion sense, flew into the night sky.
Uruk’s head drooped. The bricks would rain down soon. He didn’t think it would matter to him. No. He slumped, chest-first onto the plaza, grunting as the dagger pushed deeper into him. He sighed, his final sound, and his soul departed his useless husk.
 





 
21.
 
Bricks rained. Bricks smashed like hail. People screamed. Some died. Everyone else ran, Odin and Hilda among them
“It’s Ragnarok!” howled Odin. “Armageddon! The end of the world!”
“Look out!” screamed Hilda, pushing him.
A brick exploded onto the plaza, a chip of it rebounding, slashing her cheek. She felt blood drip down her face.
“Run!” she screamed, as a man in front of her crumpled to the ground dead, a gaping hole in his back where a brick had smashed.
Odin and she ran as another pure and scintillating lighting bolt struck the doomed temple of Babel.
 





 
22.
 
Stumbling through the main palace hall and to his throne room, Nimrod heard the thunder and the rain of bricks. He snarled. He cursed Jehovah. He wasn’t dead yet. As long as he was alive, he still had a chance.
He threw down the throne room door-bar and panted behind it. The thunder seemed to have stopped. He grinned. He was alive. He turned, and stopped in shock.
Semiramis watched him from beside the Dragonbone Throne.
“Have you gone mad as well?” he asked.
“My lord god,” she said, with obvious fear, her eyes fixed upon his bloodied dagger.
He scowled as he staggered to the throne, throwing down the blade so it clattered on royal tiles.
She noticed the blood leaking through the fingers that pressed against his side. “You’re cut. You’re bleeding.”
“Gilgamesh attacked me,” he said, watching her.
She pushed her knuckles into her mouth as he loomed before her. “Did you cut off his head, my lord god?”
“I will,” Nimrod said.
“He’s still alive?”
“Not for long.”
A mixture of emotions played across her face. “You must order his death,” she said. “You must do it at once.”
He slumped onto the Dragonbone Throne and pulled away his bloody robes. “Get me catgut threat and a needle. I must bind this wound before I do anything else.”
She stared at him, at his wound and then into his face. She spun and hurried from the room.
He sagged against the throne. Blood oozed from the deep cut. He winced at the pain. What had caused Gilgamesh’s treachery? He shook his head. What had caused tonight’s madness? “No,” he whispered, striking the arm of his Dragonbone Throne. “I am Nimrod. I am the god of Babel. I will not be cheated of my prize.”
Semiramis returned with a tray. On it stood a golden chalice, needle and thread. She knelt before him, holding up the tray. “You must drink this, my husband.”
“What is it?” he said, suspicious again.
“A healing draught, my lord god. It will help ease the pain.”
He ruffled her hair as he might a dog. In all the treachery and madness of this strange night, he still had some who were loyal. He nodded. Most would be loyal. He took the chalice, and paused.
“What’s wrong, my lord god?”
He studied her. Gilgamesh had attacked him. He handed her the chalice. “Drink,” he said.
She took the cup and peered into it. “My lord god, there won’t be enough if I drink.”
He struck her, rising from the throne as she sprawled onto the tiles. “Harlot, witch, you seek to poison me?”
“No, my lord god. No.”
He picked up his dagger, groaning. Blood oozed from his side.
She scuttled back, and her features transformed from fear to hate. She rushed to the door as he staggered several steps after her, groaning again.
“Does a god bleed?” she sneered.
He stared at her.
She lifted the bar and opened the door, and she recoiled. “No!”
Nimrod laughed. “Kush brings reinforcements, my pretty. I spoke to my father, one of the few yet sane this night.”
She moved aside, glancing at him.
“Kush,” Nimrod said, with the hand at his side slippery with blood.
It wasn’t Kush, but Shem, Assur and several of his sons.
“Who let you out, old man?” Nimrod asked.
Shem pointed at him and spoke stern, chattering words. The men with him tightened their hold on spears and long-bladed knives.
Nimrod licked his lips. “Do you think to beard me in my throne room? Me, Nimrod the Dragon Slayer, the Mighty Hunter and the god of Babel?”
Shem turned to his son and grandsons, speaking quietly, no doubt urging them on.
Nimrod laughed, and he spat a bloody gob onto the floor.
They fanned out toward him as Semiramis slipped behind them and dashed down the hall. She had to find Gilgamesh.
Nimrod the Mighty Hunter roared his last battle cry and charged the Shemites, the sons and grandsons of Shem. If only he could cut down the old man—
Then spears and knives flashed, ending his dreams of glory and godhood.
 





 
23.
 
Odin and Hilda staggered out the Lion Gate. Behind them, Babel burned, flames roaring, licking, devouring what it could. At other gates, other people likewise fled, some knotting together with those who understood them.
The city perished. The wrath of Jehovah destroyed their dream.
 





 
24.
 
Noah parted company, leaving Ham and Rahab as he marched away into the darkness.
“What do we do now?” Rahab asked.
They stood outside the city.
Ham shook his head. He didn’t know what to do now. Start over? Just the two of them this time? He felt weary and old.
“Father?”
Ham and Rahab glanced at one other.
“I understood that,” she said.
“Over here!” shouted Ham, waving his arm.
A group of people with torches and drawn weapons approached. Tall Menes led them, with Lud and muscular Ramses.
“Father,” said Menes, “do you know what’s happening?”
Ham took hold of Rahab’s hand, glanced once more at burning Babel. He moved closer, putting his other hand on Menes’ shoulder. “It’s a long story,” he said. “The main point is that we can’t stay here any longer.”
 
Genesis 11:8-9
 
So the LORD scattered them from there over all the Earth, and they stopped building the city. This is why it was called Babel—because there the LORD confused the language of the whole world. From there the LORD scattered them over the face of the whole Earth.
 





 
Pharaoh’s Palace
 
1.
 
An exhausted, blind and weary Ham wiped spittle from his lips. “Water,” he croaked.
“Get him water,” Pharaoh said.
Feet pattered. Clothes rustled. Water gurgled into a cup. Princess Taia approached and put the cup into his hands.
Ham drank it dry and held out the cup until it was lifted from his grasp.
“What happened next?” Pharaoh asked. “Nimrod died and then what?”
Ham shook his head. “It was an awful and confusing night. No one understood anyone but close family members.” He frowned deeply.
“What?”
“Ah, it was a terrible time, Pharaoh. As I’ve said, as soon as Noah spoke his curse the change occurred.” Ham shut his eyes. They had done the work of Jehovah together, Noah and him, and because of it, they had been separated. He’d wanted to tell his father so many things, things he’d held back during the long walk from Mount Ararat to Babel.
“You couldn’t speak to Noah,” Pharaoh said, “only to Menes. That explains why you came to Egypt.”
“It wasn’t Egypt then, Pharaoh. It was just another swamp among many. Yet here is where Menes stopped and began anew. And that’s what happened after Babel. Each family member left with those he could speak to. Some went north, some south, others east and a few west. Semiramis the Harlot Queen kept Babel, with Gilgamesh as her King.” Ham smiled. “Odin and Hilda went to the Far North.”
“I’m intrigued by one aspect of your story particularly,” Pharaoh said.
“Yes?”
“Taken as a whole, your story shows that civilization has in a sense only begun once,” Pharaoh said, “in the Antediluvian Age.”
“Or to be more precise in Eden,” Ham said. “Well, perhaps after Eden. Cain built the first city and his descendent Lamech bore clever children. Jabal was the father of those who live in tents and raise livestock. His brother Jubal was the father of all who play the harp and flute. Tubal-Cain forged all kinds of tools out of bronze and iron. His sister Naamah I’ve of course told you about.”
“What I mean,” Pharaoh said, “is that you brought that civilization over on the Ark. Nimrod could build ziggurats because the methods of constructing them had already been developed in the Antediluvian Age. He didn’t have to discover how to build them.”
“And our pyramids here in Egypt as well,” Taia said.
“Exactly,” Pharaoh said. “These civilizations haven’t risen from the dirt, but are merely remembered from the first one.”
“I suppose that’s true,” Ham said. “It is one continuous civilization since creation. Only it was harder keeping civilization alive after Babel than after the Flood.”
“Why?” Pharaoh asked.
“After the Flood we had all the tools we needed for starting over in the Ark. We had Noah, Japheth, Shem and their wives, people of great wisdom and remembrance of the days of old. All we had to do the first time was wait for the needed numbers, the extra hands, and teach them.”
“You had all that after Babel, too.”
“Not so, Pharaoh. Many families fled far, taking very little with them. They had recourse to stone tools only. In time and as numbers increased, they began to use copper and then bronze once they found enough tin. But during those times, families and the growing clans stumbled upon one another. They brought what we never had to worry about after the Flood. War! Warfare and raiding and making others slaves retarded the rebirth of civilization except in a few key locations.”
“As in Egypt?”
“Yes, Pharaoh.”
“Interesting, I suppose. But now you must tell me why you’ve told me all this and how I may be cured of my sickness.”
“Before I do so, Pharaoh, I ask that you let me eat and that you bring Sarai and her so-called brother Abram here.”
“You mean he lied to me?”
“Let me eat first and regain my strength. Then I promise to tell you all.”
 





 
2.
 
On Taia’s arm, Ham shuffled back into Pharaoh’s bedroom. He took a seat and listened to the whispering.
“They are here,” Pharaoh said. “You must delay no longer.”
Ham rose and cleared his throat. “Here is the lesson of my tale, Pharaoh. Jehovah will not be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. The Antediluvian Age sowed rebellion and sorcery and reaped the Deluge. The builders of Babel and its Tower likewise sowed rebellion and apostasy and reaped confusion. You, Pharaoh, have stood in the way of the Living Jehovah and are about to reap death. For you have taken the wife of one who is dear to Jehovah.”
“I’ve done no such thing,” Pharaoh said.
“Abram, are you here?”
A man rose. “I am, lord.”
Ham recognized the shepherd’s voice. “Sarai, are you here?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Pharaoh,” Ham said. “For reasons known only to them, these two have not spoken the full truth. Abram is Sarai’s husband.”
Silence descended upon the room.
“Is this true?” Pharaoh asked.
“It is true,” said Abram. “I beg your forgiveness.”
“You, Pharaoh,” Ham said, “have been inflicted with these diseases because you are forbidden to touch Sarai and so defile her. Abram is a friend of Jehovah as Noah was, and is under similar protection.”
“What have you done to me?” cried Pharaoh. “Why didn’t you tell me she was your wife? Why did you say, She is my sister, so that I took her to be my wife?”
Abram spoke in a defeated voice. “Ah, Pharaoh, as we were about to enter Egypt I told my wife, Sarai, ‘I know what a beautiful woman you are. When the Egyptians see you they will say, ‘This is his wife.’ Then they will kill me but will let you live. Say you are my sister, so that I will be treated well for your sake and my life will be spared because of you.”
“Take her and go.” Pharaoh next spoke to his men. “Load Abram with gifts, cattle and donkeys and see that no harm befalls him in Egypt. Make certain his wife Sarai is with him and that everything he owns leaves Egypt with him.”
After the people left and the doors closed, a panting Pharaoh said to Ham, “Is there more I must do?”
“Pray to Jehovah that He heals you.”
“I know not this Jehovah. You pray over me, son of Noah.”
Princess Taia guided Ham to her father. Ham put his hands on Pharaoh and prayed. After he was done, he said, “You must sacrifice to Jehovah and to Him alone.”
“It will be done as you’ve said,” Pharaoh said.
“Now, Taia, take me to my room. I’m very tired.”
“Go,” said Pharaoh, “go with my blessing and the blessing of all Egypt.”
 





 
3.
 
So Abram went up from Egypt to the Negev, with his wife and everything he had, and Lot went with him. Abram had become very wealthy in livestock and in silver and gold.
Meanwhile, back at the Palace, Pharaoh and his household were healed of their afflictions.
While that night, Ham, the son of Noah, passed from this world and to the next.
 



The End
 
What’s next? I hope you’ve enjoyed Wives of the Flood. If you wish to see more Genesis-inspired novels, I encourage you to write a review. Let me know how you feel and let others know what to expect.
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